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What if you like men only because you have been told they give you the safety you have been longing for?


To the girl in me, who never dared to try.
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ZOE
PLAYLIST: GO SOLO – TOM ROSENTHAL


“What a fucking asshole,“ she mumbled while scrolling through Instagram on her phone with a pounding head and hurting eyes.

Overall, it was safe to say there wasn’t much she did not hate these days, but lately the world seemed to be on fucking fire, mostly due to all the assholes wandering the earth who believed themselves to be above anyone else.

With an annoyed sigh she was unable to suppress, she dumped the phone on her mattress and rolled onto her back. There, she just stared at the old ceiling with its cracks and moldy stains in the half-dark. The ceiling reminded her once more of how much life sucked. And maybe it would just come down one day and crush her under it.

A day of fucking relief, she thought, because her life wasn’t only a mess but also a depressing shithole.

The nagging feeling of injustice churned inside her for a moment, as always when she looked at her life. It hadn’t always been like this. Three years ago, she had everything. A life, a partner, husband, a job that not only paid well but fulfilled her, and not to forget the beautiful small house surrounded by palm trees and a view over the city she fell in love with: San Francisco.

Until the shiny façade had crumbled into pieces of hopelessness and sunken dreams. Now, there was nothing left. Because of assholes like Aiden Crane, who did everything in their power to destroy this planet.

She reached for her phone to take another look at the Forbes Magazine post about said specimen, just to torture herself once more.

Aiden Crane Makes History: First Ever Trillionaire, After Deal With Government, she read in her head, as the sensation of pure disgust grew even stronger in her chest.

“No one should have that much money,” she stated out loud. Especially not a person who did nothing for others. Aiden Crane was a 39-year-old businessman with perfect hair and looks that made some women faint. He had become rich by selling his tech company for hundreds of billions of dollars, and took it to not only invest in other tech companies but also build himself an empire, including defence corporations and government administration software.

At least that was the official story. But she knew what was really behind it. Because there had been a day in the year 2024, July 7, to be exact, where Aiden Crane had taken over the company where she had been employed as the Head of R&D.

It had been a secret deal with a sole reason: To take her research. The thing she had worked on her entire life was to make a difference, to change the lives of so many people for the better. And then one man came and took her research. To use it as a weapon under the disguise of defence.

She had been fired with a three-sentence email containing false accusations the morning of the takeover, just before the information hit the news. Her things had been sent to her by a courier.

Upon her judicial action, she faced charges for the false accusations, but was also drained of every financial resource. In the end, she had learned once more how injustice works.

Ranging from planted evidence to threats to her life, she had, at some point, given up and in, resulting in her losing everything. Money. Husband. House. In precisely that order. Everything she had worked for her entire life was lost in the blink of an eye. Because of Aiden Crane.

The only peace she found in it was that at least she had learned her husband had only been chasing after the lifestyle she had allowed him to have through her well-paid job, and none of it was about love. Otherwise, the injustice of what had happened ate her insides like dry hay.

How could it be that the world not only had billionaires but a trillionaire now, who threw their money out for super yachts and eccentricities, while other people had to survive on starvation and canned beans and rice every day?

It was a question haunting her night and day, especially on those days when she had no energy and simply existing was too much.

She closed her eyes for a moment as her vision unfocused briefly. Headaches and blurry vision have been her recent, ever-present companions. As she had no money or insurance, she could not see a doctor, but she was fairly sure it was due to lack of sleep. The sleep that would not come. Not in the past weeks. Not now.

She had been scrolling for the entire night once more, and maybe, just maybe, she would find some sleep when everyone else was on their way to work.

She had tried to find work again, of course. But after all the accusations against her, it was nearly, if not impossible. Word travelled fast in the industry, and she was a known name and face.

So, she’d decided to ride out what she had left, including all the maxed-out cards, and then she would find work somewhere, where a resume wasn’t needed.

At this point, none of it mattered.

Not that she worked her ass from a trailer park into one of the best universities in the country. Not that she had a PhD in Computational Biology & Biomedical Informatics and a major in Genetics. Not that she had a breakthrough in identifying abnormal cells in humans before the known scans could catch them, by using a specially trained and programmed artificial intelligence.

She had played the game of life. Went to school, worked hard, got good grades. Studied. Worked even harder because she came from a trailer park with messed-up parents who didn’t give a fuck about education. While others partied hard, she programmed her first learning model, designed solely to recognize biases and logical errors.

She graduated top of her class. And later, she’d stop by some places and ask for a job in the kitchen. Something mindless, something she didn’t even have to use her real name for, and would be paid in cash. Because in her field, no one trusted a woman who had once been accused of corrupting code.

There it was again, the feeling. The feeling that made her core sink like someone had flushed out her intestines. Fuelled by anger at the injustice and a hatred for almost everyone on this planet.

Did she have plans to end it all? Of course. But she couldn’t. Somewhere in her mind, she had convinced herself that ending it would just play into the hands of those people who had caused her misery. And she would not give them the satisfaction. On the contrary, a part of her was fairly sure none of them would even care.

There had been an interview in which Aiden Crane was asked about the accusations she made in response to being fired for false allegations, and what his statement would be. He had back then said: “Mrs., what did you say, Zoe Zane? Never heard of that name in my life. Sounds like a porn star to me.”

“Urgh,” she shouted out and hid her face in her palms, the fingers pressing into her skin as if it would help to squeeze the memory out of her mind.

The audacity this asshole had! she thought, while her chest clenched hard.

She wanted to forget it all. But unfortunately, her mind worked extraordinarily well at remembering crushing situations.

She shook herself slightly in a shudder to remove the sensation from her body. She had to get out of this fucking state.

Maybe I should just leave it all behind. Go somewhere else. New York, maybe. Become a nobody in a city designed to host exactly those nobodies.

Tomorrow. Maybe. Or whenever she’d find the courage to sink even lower. For now, she would just stare at the ceiling in this nasty, old abandoned house where only the drug kids and homeless would enter to soak in misery.

Gods, I fucking hate this world.
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Several mornings and no more food after the day she had found out Aiden Crane was now the first trillionaire on the planet, she moved her body out of the abandoned building.

She had exactly one hundred dollars left. A bill she had hidden from herself when money became scarce and bills had piled up for an emergency.

A hundred-dollar bill that would get her and her two bags of last possessions into another state to start fresh. Or a couple of times into the city to find a job in a kitchen, or God knew, until some canned food until she got her first paycheck.

At this point, she would do anything. And by anything, she meant anything. Only problem: she was too experienced for the low-level entry jobs, too well known for the perfect fits, too educated for the dull stuff, and too proud for a particular branch.

The light outside, though cloudy, almost burned her eyes. She had been existing in darkness for the past two weeks, and the light outside felt like a heavy trip gone wrong. Not that she had done much drugs, but here and there she had used certain things to enhance her focus and keep her awake during exhausting times. And she knew what it felt like to be awake three days and nights in a row while sitting in a dark room, staring at a screen to finish a code and then get out of her hole.

This here, today, felt even worse. It felt like the light of the clouded sky burned her eyes into blindness, and she had to slip on the sunglasses, which was probably for the better anyway.

She walked all the way to the next bus stop, which took her almost half an hour. She had already sold her car months ago, because there was no way she could have kept it. Back then, she hoped to find a job quickly because of her background. But apparently, life had other plans. Or she just sucked at playing the game of capitalism. Maybe both.

So, her car was gone, with it the freedom of moving safely from place to place, and she had fallen into yet another hole threatening to drown her.

But she survived. As always. After all, adaptation was what had kept humanity alive—although she was fully convinced that humanity, as nature’s experiment, had failed phenomenally.

So, she adapted. To different circumstances.

And those circumstances forced her to leave the house today.

The bus arrived, and while she rode for almost an hour into San Francisco, she stared out of the window into nothingness. All the places that brought up all the memories. Memories she could not take anymore. Memories crushing her insides, crushing her soul, and the desire to exist. Memories with moments of laughter and happiness, all lost in one moment. One email. One day.

With a shaking feeling, she closed her eyes, desperately trying to unsee what triggered the memories to rise, but she could not shake them.

Distract your-fucking-self.

Distraction. Phone. The only thing that worked. At this point, she had to get a job today. Otherwise, her phone bill would go unpaid again, and her provider would terminate service. And if that was to happen, she would finally hit rock bottom. The phone was her last connection to the outside world. The one thing that saved her from going insane when her mind was way too loud.

So, she scrolled through social media, which was fundamentally stupid, because seeing all the fake successful stories of people performing in a moment made things even worse. She knew it was fake. And yet it did something to her, giving her a feeling of being worth even less.

Gods, I hate my brain sometimes.

There was only one thing left, if nothing ever worked to distract her thoughts.

Hydrogen, 1.008u. Helium, 4.002602u. Lithium, 6.94u, she recited in her head. The periodic table and atomic weight were always good for focusing her mind.

By the time she was finished, the bus came to a halt at the station where she got off. She had decided to start her job-hunting journey at a juice and health food place that looked the least toxic to her, and she also had high hopes of getting some leftovers to eat.

Only they did not even consider her. Not for service, not for the kitchen.

Just like all the other places she went to.

By the time the day became a night, she was exhausted to the point of sinking onto the sidewalk to lean against a grille door leading to a closed warehouse next to the last restaurant where she had asked for a job.

And while people walked past her, chatting, laughing, there was no more will in her. She was done. With the day. And her life. This here had been her last hope. There was nothing left of her.

A life shattered and crushed into pieces.

Beyond repair.

Beyond fixing.

There was only one thing left.

The one thing she never wanted to do, but what did it matter? Shall they have their victory? Shall they.

And just like that, she got up.

Mindlessly walking.

Almost like a robot, her body stirred her into what was inevitable.

And when the lights illuminated her body, she knew it would happen. She did not hear the crash, did not feel the impact, did not know who she was anymore.

Because it was over. Finally.

What a relief, she thought before she became one with the darkness.
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ANNE
PLAYLIST: SWIM – BOY EPIC


The micro-dissectors landed with a shattering sound of metallic cluttering on the tray as her adrenaline-filled body acted out of pure learned routine as she stared at the bloody mess that was her patient’s brain. She had clipped many aneurysms in her life, but this was the biggest she had ever seen and in one of the worst possible locations—and when it ruptured, a fountain of blood sprayed all over her.

“Hang too units of blood,” she ordered her surgical team as the flatline sound trailed relentlessly through her air. “I need more suction,” she said while trying to navigate through the bloody mess of the massive ruptured AComm aneurysm.

“O-neg is on.”

“I need a clip to stop this bleeder,” she said to inform the surgical staff and a fellow surgeon, who was a man she despised and avoided if necessary. He was the typical old, white cis-man with a god complex from all his success back in the day, but he kept stuck on the old methods. Not to forget, he was already in his eighties. But today’s emergency had left her with him.

“I can’t fucking see,” she said, as her face and headlamp were covered in blood.

“Wipe,” she ordered with urgency. Time was pressing, but there was no use in operating without proper vision.

“I’m taking over,” said Dr. Homan, the fellow attending, as a scrub nurse cleaned the blood from her headlamp and face.

“Temp on the AComm is placed,” said Dr. Homan arrogantly and then added, “You young things believe you have it all figured out, but forget you still have years to learn. There is a reason we have a pecking order in the hospital.”

If she could have, she would have murdered him right this moment. But all she could do was take a breath to not snap at him like she usually would’ve.

It had been a massive aneurysm. Almost too risky to clip due to its position and size. She had no idea if her patient already had vision loss as she came in as an unconscious, hemorrhaging, emergency. She had to go in with a craniotomy immediately. The aneurysm was a time bomb, as large as its dome compressed the optic chiasm. Its position, compressing the optic chiasm with its size, was so delicate that most neurosurgeons wouldn’t have attempted it. But she did. Because she was good. Extraordinarily good. In her job at least.

“BP is going up,” said the anesthesiologist, and she took a deep breath.

“You can step aside now,” she said to Dr. Homan. “My vision is cleared. And with all due respect, Sir,” she added diplomatically, while trying to keep the anger from her voice. “A rupture with the following consequences has nothing to do with age. It probably would’ve ruptured in your hands, too. I might be young, I might be a woman, but as you very well know, I am very qualified. I have operated successfully on inoperable tumors, even those you didn’t dare to touch.”

Silence followed.

“Now, please step away from my patient,” she added coldly. “And leave the OR. You have been here on my invitation because I believed I needed a second hand, and I thank you for your assistance, but this is as far as it goes. You will not diminish my capabilities in my OR.”

Dr. Homan stepped away a little bit too slowly. He turned with an arrogant look on her face and lit with his headlamp directly into her eyes so she couldn’t see properly for a moment. It had been on purpose, and it would have consequences; she would make sure of it.

Without another word, he left, throwing his headlamp off, so a scrub nurse had to pick it from the floor.

“Urgh,” she said and shook off the feelings of anger that had no place in the OR.

After an awkward moment, everyone else in the OR exhaled in relief. She knew very well that everyone hated Dr. Homan, and they all waited for him to leave. Or drop dead. He was a born and bred asshole with only one thing: exceptional contacts with VIPs. That was the only reason he hadn’t been fired, because he brought in the money.

She stepped up to the table.

“Let’s get back to focus then,” she said, and then took a look through the microscope at what Dr. Homan had done. It looked like a butcher had been working on it.

Messy wasn’t even the right word.

“What the fuck,” she gasped out when she saw how and most of all where he had placed the temporary clip.

“I need this recorded and documented,” she said. “Get me Graham, stat.”

I am going to have him fired over this, she thought, as she waited for the Chief of Surgery to see what Dr. Homan had done.
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“You don’t believe the day I had,” she said, holding her phone up to her mouth to send a voice message while she walked down the street to her favorite take-away place. “The really old asshole was all mansplaining in my OR while butchering my patient. He probably made her lose her vision. But it’ll be his death. And to top it all, I had a totally hateful, asshol-y VIP, who I can’t talk about, going full-on rage at me. Anyway, I’m on my way to grab some sushi. You wanna come over?”

She pressed send and placed her phone in her back pocket to pick up her food from the sushi place, just five minutes before it’s closing time. It had been another fifteen-hour workday, not that she minded. She had no private life anyway. There was her job, her research, and then there wasn’t much left.

She had done everything right in life. Born in the right family, she grew up with not only a silver but a golden spoon, although her parents had been absent, and nannies had basically raised her. She attended the best private schools and pursued the best medical education. Studied hard, played by the rules, mostly. Her letters of recommendation all told the same stories: A wonderful, delightful person with extraordinary medical skills. Her colleagues and her patients would all describe her as bright, shiny, and extremely capable.

And while her well-chosen appearance reflected exactly that, deep down in her were desires. Dirty desires no one could ever know about, because she was scared of them herself.

Jo


Be there in 20




“How bad is it?” asked Jo when she walked inside her house, brushed over her arm, and leaned in for a quick kiss.

“I think Graham is cutting him off, finally. You have no fucking idea what he did today,” she ranted while pulling Jo in.

“I brought a bottle of your favorite wine,” said Jo, and held up a paper bag. “And in case you need something else, I had this in my basement,” said Jo, and pulled a bottle of whiskey out of the bag.

“You had the right thought,” she answered with a chuckle and guided Jo to the sofa. “I redecorated,” she explained to her, because Jo, who worked at the same hospital as her as a therapist, was blind. “I made it face the window now. I don’t know, needed some change.”

“Change is good,” said Jo, who knew very well how rigid she could be when it came to her home. Usually, she wouldn’t redecorate, but lately she didn’t feel as at home in her house as she used to.

After they had settled down and she had ranted endlessly about the asshole by the name of Dr. Homan, she remembered something.

“How was your date with the nurse, by the way?”

Jo hesitated a moment before she said, “Strange would sum it up, I suppose.”

“Strange in what way?”

“Well, she talked a lot about her ex-boyfriend,” said Jo with a sigh.

“Ew,” she answered.

“My point exactly.”

“So no next date?” she asked.

“I don’t think so,” said Jo. “I mean, I am okay with newbees, I am also okay with listening to any crap, but if you don’t even ask three questions about me? I felt like the therapist, not the date.”

“Here,” she said and put a wine glass into Jo’s hand. “The hospital is still the worst dating pool, ever. Either everyone knows you, or you can’t approach them, because they’re patients.”

“It is so bad,” said Jo with a chuckle. “Cheers to the life we don’t have.”

There was a moment of silence.

“So, Homan?”

“I had this patient coming in today, and she was in a bad state. She had not only a brain bleed but a massive aneurysm in the same location. I had to clip it. Anyway, it blew, and he took over because I was full of blood. He mansplained and temporarily clipped the artery leading to the aneurysm and had to, of course, prove his manly expertise by clipping the aneurysm. Everything was so bloody, and he just butchered. End of story, he compressed the optic chiasm,” she ranted. “I would’ve never. Never! God’s what a fucking asshole.”

“Haven’t they all been waiting for something like that to happen?” asked Jo. “I mean, how old is he by now? Eighty?”

“Eighty-one, I believe. And yes. So I hope Graham removes him now. It looks promising.”

“I hope he does. Your time to shine.”

“I don’t know. For what cost? A woman probably losing her vision,” she said, taking a big gulp of wine.

“Better a blind patient than a dead one,” said Jo drily.

She had to laugh. A barbaric one. Because while Jo was right, it was all her fault. She had invited Homan to her OR. She had no other option, yet it was her decision. And while it was better to be alive than dead, she had standards.

Mediocre, she heard her mother’s voice in her head.

Her mother, a world-renowned plastic surgeon with a reputation that made people fly her in for millions of dollars. Nothing was ever good enough for her.

And then her Dad, who was a neurosurgeon himself, the best the world had to offer. He not only had an entire research center at Stanford, but also took on cases no one else would, which not only gave him a god complex but also set standards that no one could ever live up to.

He had been the reason she had become a neurosurgeon, too. In the hopes that maybe, one day, she would be enough. Which was so unrealistic as operating successfully on a glioblastoma multiforme in the motor cortex.

“You ever thought about who and where we’d be if we didn’t live for the hospital?” she asked Jo.

“Sometimes. But there’s no point in the end. It’s not that we can switch professions like other people.”

“True. I just sometimes wonder if this is the real me, or if I’m just a version of myself I created to be enough.”

“That version is also you,” said Jo and put a hand on her thigh. “We can be many things at once.”

Her touch still felt so unbelievably good, and she could not help but put her hand on hers, softly caressing it.

How pathetic that your only friend is your ex, she thought, before Jo grasped her hand to pull her onto her. She wasn’t even sure she wanted to go down that road. After their breakup, they’ve had sex on exactly three occasions, all rooted in compulsive behavior that needed an outlet with a known person.

Sex had always been something she did because it was what people did. It helped her to get her mind off things, especially with Jo, with whom she was close. She’d never go out and fuck with a random stranger like Jo sometimes did. She wanted the romance before, the courting, the back-and-forth of getting close. So she’d rather be with Jo than find anyone new.

And maybe that’s even more pathetic, she thought before kissing her.
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ZOE
PLAYLIST: BLINDING LIGHTS – LOI


Apersistent buzzing noise brought her awareness to pain beyond anything.

Fuck, was her first thought. Because the experience of pain meant one thing: She survived. The buzzing, interrupted by beeping, confirmed as much. She was in a hospital, which meant bills she could not pay, as her healthcare was the first thing she had canceled when things got tight.

Her head, or what had to be her head, felt like a heavy rock attached to her body. Or what was her body? Right now, she could not even tell what her body was and was not. She was lying on something, but her body felt so different.

“Urghm,” she breathed out as lightning of pain shot through her head. Almost automatically, she moved a hand to her head—a hand that felt so heavy, like the burden on her shoulders she carried.

Was that even my hand? Where are my feet? I can’t feel my feet.

A sinking feeling of fear rushed through her. Flat breathing followed by quick beeping next to her.

No. Fuck. No.

She wiggled her toes, and then she could feel them move against the blanket. Relief spread through her, freeing her from the fear of paralysis.

The immediate threat gone, she explored her upper body with her fingertips, only to recognize that her left shoulder was fixated. Trailing further down her arm, she could feel that it was in a cast.

An internal groan made her voice her despair in silence. Maybe, if she’d keep her eyes shut, it might just all go away.

“Miss Zane,” said a female voice. “I’m Dr. Charleston. Can you hear me? Can you open your eyes for me?”

“Y-yeahh,” she said, her voice croaking.

But when she opened her eyes, nothing happened.

I did open my eyes, right?

Her hand flashed up to her face.

The doctor said something, but whatever it was, she no longer heard it. Because her fingers confirmed what she knew, her eyes had been open, only there was nothing to see. There was just darkness. Nothingness that consumed her. And she was falling.

Falling.

And falling as she realized rock bottom had a basement.

Her heart stumbled as the beats raced her into erratic breathing.

She wanted to run.

Run away from her existence and jump from the next cliff to drown herself.

A hand touched her.

Someone moved her up into a sitting position with her legs dangling down.

Ouch!

Her entire body felt like it was burning.

Her head pulsated in unimaginable pain.

Her hip burned like someone had stabbed a sword into it.

A voice, somewhere far away.

“Miss Zane.”

The doctor.

“It is a lot to take in. You went through a little ordeal, but let me assure you, you are in the best care now.”

Best care. I have no fucking money to pay for the best care.

“I-I don’t have in-in-s-surance,” she breathed out, stuttering, while her chest heaved up and down relentlessly like after running a marathon. She could feel tears running from her eyes over her cheeks—tears of despair.

“All costs are covered, Miss Zane. You care about recovering, and we will take good care of you. We’ll run some tests now so that we can determine the plan for your recovery.”

Wait, what? She asked in her mind as she tried to wrap her head around what the doctor had just said.

“I’ll be back, I’ll order the tests, meanwhile, you two may talk,” added the doctor, and from the sound of fading steps and a sliding door, she could hear her leave.

What? Who else is there?

Panic spread through her because she could not see who was there and what awaited her.

Suddenly, a man spoke. It was only one word.

“Zoe.” Her name, spoken by a voice she recognized anywhere. A voice that did nothing to calm her down. Instead, her heart skipped several beats.

I need to get out of here. I need to get far, far away.

And without thinking, she tried to get up. She ripped off the cables attached to her chest, her arm, whatever it was, she did not know, nor care. She had to get away. Far, far away.

Constant beeping and an alarm trailed into her ears far away as she tried to get up from her sitting position on the bed, but she did not care.

Her body felt like it was spinning upside down.

Suddenly, a prepossessing scent of a heavy, aromatic perfume consumed her. His hands touched her, and she almost awaited to be hit, but instead his arms wrapped around her. She tried to fight him, scratch him, and punch him, but he pressed his body against hers, holding her so close that she could not move anymore. Tears flooded from her eyes over her cheeks.

She felt so helpless, so lost.

Loud sobs left her throat without control.

“Shhhh,” he whispered while brushing over her hair. And while it was fucking wild, that of all the people she let herself fall into the touch of none other than Aiden Crane.

She couldn’t help it.

She had no energy.

No fight in her.

No orientation, except for him holding her.

It did not matter who he was right this moment. He was there, holding her, while no one else was.

The time that passed could have been seconds, minutes, or hours; she had lost all sense of time.

“How about you lie back down?” he finally whispered.

She only nodded, because she wasn’t even sure where her body was.

He guided her slowly into lying down. Having the mattress supporting her enabled her to sense her body in its entirety again. There was a distinct up-and-down, allowing her to think again.

While she lay there, her mind pieced together what had happened into a picture.

“It was your car,” she then said.

“Yes,” he said in a strangely silent tone and leaned himself audibly back into what had to be a chair or something nearby. “Funny thing is,” he added, and the tone switched to slight annoyance, “the media is convinced I tried to vanish you, although I didn’t even know your name until my assistant dug it up for me.”

She could imagine his self-serving expression in her mind. Of course, the great Aiden Crane doesn’t know her name after taking her research and everything.

Anger rose in her chest—anger, which made her want to vomit from the moment of weakness that had just happened.

“Funny thing, being accused of something you didn’t do, isn’t it?” she snapped back at him. And if she hadn’t been bound to the fucking bed and felt like crap, she would’ve wanted nothing more than to run out of the building.

A deep chuckle left his throat. One that made her even angrier. It was a chuckle of those men who felt reassured and knew they were untouchable.

“Usually, I don’t allow women to give me such an attitude,” he then said darkly.

“Oh, the grandiose, Mr. richest-man-on-the-planet has spoken,” she snapped at him, “shall I shudder and be a submissive little girl? That’s what the great Master likes?”

She knew exactly where those words came from: From that place of unimaginable murderous rage boiling in her.

He now laughed, a rich, deep laugh that radiated the self-serving security of being wealthy all over the place.

He placed his hand on her arm for just a brief second.

“Don’t bite the hand that feeds you,” he then said from high up as her insides clenched, “I heard you haven’t had much to eat lately.”
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ANNE
PLAYLIST: INTO THE FIRE – ERIN MCCARLEY


Unable to say what it was or where it came from, she felt this deep urge to walk back into the room and drag that asshole out of it.

She was used to treating VIPs with all the attitudes and special requests that came with them, but Aiden Crane was the most arrogant asshole she had the misfortune of meeting. Maybe it was the mix of entitlement radiating from him, maybe it was because she knew what he did, maybe it was that he had the power to order her around like a minion.

“Mr. Crane,” she said when he closed the sliding glass door leading to her patient’s room. She really tried to keep the raging anger from her voice, because she had very well heard what he had just said to her patient. “I am not aware of the nature of your relationship, but I must ask you to be extra careful with my patient⁠—”

While she spoke, his eyes wandered down her body and up again in a judging manner, something she returned. She knew many women desired him; to her, he was just another man, too aware of his looks.

He may have been an inch taller than her, maybe 6’1, as she was tall herself. His hair was a dark blonde, and his eyes showed his dark nature. His soft-falling, very expensive-looking T-shirt showed some muscle, but he was overall more lenient. He wasn’t a man who stood out extraordinarily, body-wise, but his presence was beyond, which probably did the magic. Not to her, however, because she liked girls. And girls only.

“Dr., what was your name?” he asked arrogantly.

“Charleston.”

“Right. Such a common name, no wonder I was unable to recall it,” he said in a sneering tone that told her one thing: I am the king and you are a peasant. God’s I want to murder you right now, she thought.

“Let’s not forget who pays you,” he added. “That can be changed easily.”

“Is that a threat?” she asked, building herself up in front of him. In her career, she had dealt with men like him day in, day out. Medicine was one of the most male-dominated, toxic fields there was. “Because if so, I must ask you to leave. This is a hospital, not one of your businesses.”

His hazel eyes scrutinized her derogatorily, not that she cared. She did not need to impress men. Except for her Dad, but that was an entirely different thing.

Then, a scoffing chuckle left his throat before he leaned in on her. His perfume possessed her with the same arrogance he radiated by itself, and it made her sick.

“I love it when women believe they’re superior. They’re the best to break,” he said, turned with one dismissive glance, and left.

With shaking hands and flat breaths, she tried closing her eyes for a moment in a desperate attempt to keep her anger in check. This man was not only an entitled asshole, but also triggered something in her she hadn’t felt for a long time: The desire to run far, far away.

Deep breaths.

One.

Two.

Three.

Release the anger and let it go, she told herself. After releasing her, you’ll never have to see him again.

“Hey, are you alright?” asked the voice of Karl, one of the nurses on the floor.

The hand Karl had put on her shoulder grounded her in reality, and she could finally sense everything around her again. The surgical hospital scent of a sanitized environment, mixing with body odors.

“Yeah,” she said. “That Crane guy, he’s—” she said, but stopped.

“A total douchebag,” ended Karl her sentence.

“He is. Urgh!”

“Maybe you want to distract yourself a bit,” said Karl, and pointed with his head towards the room where her patient was, visibly in distress.

“Miss Zane,” she said when she entered, and then decided to be less formal. “Zoe. It’s Dr. Charleston again.”

The woman who had been in a car accident lay on the bed, crying and shaking, so she decided to sit down next to her.

“I’m gonna touch your hand,” she said as she got no answer. In her time with Jo, she had learned a lot about interacting sensitively with blind patients. Medically, she knew all the facts—the do’s and don’ts—but experiencing it firsthand was an entirely different thing.

“I know this is all overwhelming. I am here if you want to talk things through. I am also here for you to discuss any matter regarding him,” she said and emphasized the last word very carefully. She had no clue what was going on between them, except what reached her through the gossip chain, which was generally a very unreliable source.

Zoe grasped her hand and held it tight.

She couldn’t help but notice how unbelievably soft her hand was. Although she was shaking, although her body had been through so much, her hands felt like touching the skin of a newborn baby. She knew her patient was thirty-four, but she looked so much younger. If she had made a guess, she would’ve said late twenties. Right now, with all the wrapping around her head, the swollen face, and everything, it was hard to tell anyway.

She just sat there for a moment, imagining Zoe before the accident, because she did not know how to fill the silence. Zoe apparently didn’t want to talk but needed company, so she just sat there, letting her mind wander. After the happenings of the day, she was more than grateful for a moment of peace.

Zoe was, as far as she could imagine, relatively tall. She looked, with her naturally full, blonde hair, like a queen. It had been a shame to shave a part of it off. With all the gauze and bandages, she looked messed up right now, but she could see the woman behind the dark eye rims and hematomas.

It was when Zoe had calmed down slightly that the door slid open.

“Anne,” said her boss and chief of surgery, Graham Lincoln, in a strange tone, and she immediately had a bad feeling in her stomach. “A word.”

“I have to leave,” she told Zoe. “I’ll be back later. If there’s anything you need, press this button. Nurse Karl has the shift.” With it, she put the call button in her hand.

“What is it?” she asked Graham, who was a fifty-nine-year-old cardiothoracic surgeon with no heart, and, in her opinion, a high score on the narcissism spectrum.

“Not here,” said Graham, and pushed her with his hand on her back towards the elevators. They walked in silence all the way to his office. A fact that did not help the situation at all. His face was cold and unreadable, which told her all she needed to know.

Her entire body was sure she was about to walk into the lion’s den. Therefore, she tried to prepare. It was either Homan or Crane, both inherently connected. But she had all her arguments in a row. She had them ready from the moment she saw what Homan had done, and now that her patient had total vision loss, she would straighten the case.

Her heart pounded fast as they walked into his office, and he told her to sit while closing the door.

“Mr. Crane has sought me out,” began Graham, and she couldn’t help but groan.

“He’s an arrogant bastard, you know that,” she snapped at him.

“I do, yet you know who he is. Therefore, I must ask what you have told him.”

“Nothing. He was with our patient, and I witnessed him threatening her. I owe him nothing but my patience.”

“True. But he is the one who pays the bills.”

“The bills that pay Homan and his arrogance to crush the optic chiasm in my patient’s brain?” she asked with raised eyebrows.

“Did you tell your patient that?” asked Graham, eyes that became slight slits. It was then, she knew. A dismissive scoff left her.

“So, you’re gonna let him get away with it?”

“I asked you a question,” shot Graham back at her. A game she would happily play with him.

“I did ask you one, too. You know how many mistakes Homan has made. This time, it was total vision loss. Next time, there might be a corpse.”

“If that’s what it needs,” said Graham and looked away. An ice-cold shudder of anger rushed down her back.

“So…you put profit over people.” It wasn’t a question, but a statement that came out in a derogatory tone.

“I always admired how your brain works, Anne. They all believed you were like your mother, but you couldn’t be any more different. And I don’t mean that as a compliment. You feel and think too much. To become great, you need to learn how this world works.”

“You know what makes a great surgeon?” she asked him and got up. “The ability to thrive in walking new paths. If we’d do what we have always done, we would still do trepanations with a hand drill without anesthesia.”

A scoff-chuckle left Graham’s throat.

“I did not tell my patient about Homan’s mistake,” she said while opening the door. “But I will if asked on the matter. I will not lie to my patient to cover Homan’s ass.”

With that, she left without waiting for a response and with a deep desire to throw up. While she knew how to stand her ground, whenever she did so, it circled back to her stomach.

Women were, after all, still taught to do the exact opposite. But to survive in a world of sharks, she had to learn to deal with them, or if necessary, become one.
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ZOE
PLAYLIST: SOME SAY – ADAM ULANICKI


Her body did not allow her to do what she wanted, which was to crouch together into one ball of pain and just become no one in nothingness.

She had not only lost everything, including her ability to see, but also all dignity. Because that asshole of a person made it more than clear that she was at his mercy. He ruled, she jumped. And she was one hundred percent certain that she would not let that happen, ever.

The good thing about her education and background was that she knew precisely what was lethal to a human being. And as she was in a hospital, there were several possibilities to accomplish what had to be done.

There would be tests—meaning people who carried stuff—and something she could use to end her misery. Or she could just fall out of the bed to hit her head once more.

Too much that could go wrong.

No, she needed to be certain it would be final this time. So, over the next couple of days, she simply explored the world around her with her remaining senses. It didn’t take much effort for her to figure out different walking patterns and perfumes, and to match them with names, positions, and schedules. She had also touched them here and there. When Nurse Charlene came to check on her, or Nurse Karl came to transport her to an MRI appointment, to find out what they carried in their pockets.

The results were mostly phones and pens. The last one was all she needed. So, when Nurse Karl came the next time to bring her to another of her physical therapy appointments she had to endure daily, she slipped the pen from his pocket and hid it under the bed sheets.

Today would be the day, then. Finally.

But first, she had to do the senseless therapy—as if it would be of any use.

On their way through the station, they passed a smell that went straight to her chest. It was almost like her dead mother was calling her. It was a scent she had smelled the last time in her childhood.

“What did we just pass?” she asked.

“A patient’s room,” answered Karl. “Why do you ask?”

“A dead patient, right?”

“Not that I am aware of,” said Karl.

“It smelled like death,” she said insistently, and Karl stopped.

“Let me check,” he said, then set the brakes on her wheelchair.

There she was, stuck in a wheelchair somewhere in a hospital. Alone.

Then the beeping alarm went off, and she heard Karl shout, “Code Blue!”

A lot of buzzing and rustling went on behind her; they all seemed apparently busy with a person she knew was already dead.

I was right, was the only thing she could think of.

The dull thud of a body being shocked trailed into her ears far away, whatever.

Maybe she could shock herself to give herself a cardiac arrest. But how could she get to a crash cart?

“You just saved a man’s life,” whispered Karl suddenly behind her. She had been so occupied with her thoughts that she did not hear him walking up on her.

“Huh,” she said because she did not know what else to say.

“You smelled it, didn’t you?”

“Yeah. It was the same scent when her mother lay on the living room floor, taking her last breaths; she overdosed.”

Nurse Karl didn’t know what to say at first, and then went for, “We sometimes see it in patients who lose one of their senses. The other senses sharpen.”

“I always had a good sense of smell,” she said dismissively. She didn’t fucking care as none of it mattered. She wanted to be done with it all.

Later, when the night came and everything calmed down in the hospital, she’d finally be relieved of it all.

Evening came, and the doctor visited her for the last time today.

“Hi Zoe,” she said. “It’s Anne.”

She had gathered many things about Dr. Anne Charleston from what she had heard from nurses and others talking. Apparently, she was one of the best neurosurgeons in the country, at a cute age of thirty-three, one year younger than she herself was. Anne’s voice was soft and strong at the same time, because aside from a caring tone, she was very clear with her communications. It made her wonder what she looked like, but she would’ve never dared to ask. In the end, it didn’t matter either.

“Don’t you ever leave this hospital?” she asked the doctor, as she had been here this morning and evening.

“I live across the street,” answered Anne with a chuckle, “and also, I don’t have a life. No one here kind of has.”

“Doctor’s curse, huh?”

“Is a thing, yes,” answered Anne. “You see any light or shadows?”

“Nope,” she answered, “all dark.”

“Don’t give up,” Anne said then, and squeezed her arm softly. “The body has wonderful healing capabilities, and even if it never heals, life will be pretty amazing without sight.”

What a toxic positivity shit, she thought.

“My life has been horrible with sight; it will be pretty much worse without, I can promise you that.”

“There is a chance in every crisis,” said Anne, “I’ll set you up with one of our therapists, her name is Jo, she has progressive vision loss. You can talk to her; she’s also a professional and extraordinarily good at what she does. You’ll see, blindness isn’t a tragedy.”

Although she hated every word in the sentence, she could not help but feel a warm wave radiate over her when Anne talked about Jo, the therapist.

“Any chance you and Jo are closer?” she asked blatantly.

Silence.

“Ehrm,” said Anne while letting go of her arm, and it was as if she could sense her blushing. “We were. Some time ago.”

I was right. I was fucking right. She never would have described herself as being good at reading people, but somehow it was much easier to feel subtler things than to rely on visual cues alone.

Huh. Almost as if the cues she had gotten before from people’s behaviour messed with her analysis of them.

“Have a good night,” said Anne. “See you tomorrow.”

“Yeah,” she said absently. We won’t see each other tomorrow.

She waited for everything else in the unit to settle down. As she was now at a normal station without constant observation, her plan would work out.

The night nurse said briefly hello, asked if she needed anything, which she denied, and then it was time. The nurse would be occupied for at least fifteen minutes by visiting the other patients, which would be enough time for her to bleed to death and go into a state beyond reviving.

She crammed the ballpoint pen from under her and unscrewed it with one hand to remove the mine. Then, she screwed it back together and felt, with her head falling to the side, where her carotid artery was running.

What she had planned wouldn’t be easy to accomplish, but as it was a metal pen, it would work just fine. She simply needed enough force, which was the most challenging part, given the body’s self-preservation mechanisms and her casted left arm.

There, she said when she trailed with her pointer and middle finger over the carotid, pumping her blood rhythmically. She knew that too much thinking would mess with her plan, so she gave herself three test movements to measure the angle before she stretched out her arm for the final stab.

A sweet moment of nothingness, where everything was frozen in time.

One last breath, heaving her chest up and down.

One last heartbeat pounding through her ears.

One last⁠—

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” roared his voice at her, and his firm hand gripped around her wrist mid-stab.

He removed the empty pen from her hand and threw it audibly in anger into the corner of the room.

“What’s your fucking problem?” she shouted back at him while heaving herself from lying into a sitting position. She could only guess where he was standing, due to how he held her wrist tight, and suddenly, all the anger exploded from her chest.

“Why are you fucking here? Why do you care? Why don’t you take your fucking money and inflated ego and let me the fuck alone? Don’t tell me you care about anything! You are a fucking bastard who cares about nothing and no one. So, let me FUCKING ALONE!!!”

With the last words, spit thrown from her mouth, as tears streamed from her face. Tears that came from anger as much as the embarrassment of failing to kill herself a second time.

Silence fell over them for a moment, and she tried to remove her arm from his grip, but he did not let go.

URGH! she shouted internally as more tears ran over her cheeks. How she hated it! It was something that accompanied her throughout her life. Whenever she was angry and confronted by someone in authority, she would just start crying. And what she hated even more was the fact that Aiden Crane, the world’s biggest asshole, was an authority in her messed-up system.

But what came next was something she did not expect, because he spoke with such a soft voice that she did not even know it was the same person.

“What makes you hate me so much?” he asked.

And of all the things that he, after everything, even had to ask, made her lose her shit entirely.

“God’s what a fucking manipulating shit you are! As if you don’t know what you did! To me, to my life, to my research! To all the people on the planet. You give no shit about anyone but you!” she shouted up to a point that the entire hospital now might know what was going on. But she couldn’t keep it to herself any longer. The anger mobilized powers in her that she did not know were there, and she ripped her arm from his grip. Anger had vanished all the pain in her body.

“Zoe,” he then said, “I may call you Zoe, right?”

“As if you’d care what I say,” she snapped back.

Shouting at someone without her sight was weird. It was as if she were almost untouchable. Normally, she would’ve never dared to explode like this, but not seeing him made her somehow braver. Almost like children, who believe that if they cover their eyes, they can’t be seen.

“Listen, Zoe, up until a week ago, I hadn’t heard your name ever before, at least not that I remember. I didn’t know what was taken from you, nor what the lawyers did with you. I don’t take care of stuff like that. I have people for that. I broker the deals, and they clean up the mess that comes with it.”

His voice was soft and sounded somewhat honest, but she was more than sure all of it was a game he played. He was a master of deceit and probably scored high on every scale diagnosing narcissistic and psychopathic personality disorder.

“As if,” she snorted out derogatorily, “As if you don’t know what’s going on in the media or your companies.”

“I don’t consume media,” he said. “I’d go insane if I did. The sheer amount of articles published about me every fucking day with lies, assumptions, and rumors needs a team of ten people alone.” 

“You are such a fucking liar,” she said coldly. “I know for a fact that you have heard my name before. The press asked you about it—a statement regarding my case. Several videos are proving it. Go to YouTube, you’ll see.”

She heard him unlock his phone.

“What’s the title of the video?” he asked.

“The case Zoe Zane, minute 3:12,” she told him while groaning internally. She hated all the videos out there, but this was the worst, and hearing it once more hadn’t been on her list for today.

“What did you say, Zoe Zane? Never heard of that name in my life. Sounds like a porn star to me.” There it was. The proof. The lies.

“Listen, Zoe. Do you know how many times people, as much as the press, walk up on me like that per day? They wait at my companies, block my car, wait in front of my house, just to get a photo or a statement, and ask me weird questions. Just this morning, I had a woman run after me, shouting she wanted me to fuck her right on the street.”

“Oh, am I supposed to have sympathy with the poor trillionaire?”

“No, I don’t need your pity. I am simply giving you perspective. You are stirred by hatred because you do not understand what my life looks like.”

The scientist in her knew what he meant. She was, in other words, biased. But she was an emotional train wreck right now, who hated rich elitists.

“Maybe you should overthink your life then, because others get crushed because of it. Now, leave.”

She had no more energy for discussing the downsides of being the wealthiest person on the planet. What a privileged piece of shit he was.

“The fuck I will, after what you just tried to do,” he answered darkly.

“Why do you even care?” she asked. “Wouldn’t it be so much easier for you if I weren’t here? It’s not that you don’t kill people for gain already.”

She knew her last sentence had been one too many the very second she had spoken it, but what did it matter? Should he forget himself, should he freak out, whatever.

It took him one step. One deliberate step of a gummi sole squeaking on the hospital floor. He came so close that his prepossessing scent of his rich, oak-y, yet playfully fruity perfume rolled like a cloud over her.

His hand grasped her throat.

Do it, come on. Do it. Let your anger win.

She did not need to see his face to know how much he wanted to crush her.

The grip around her throat told her everything.

The fingernails dug into her skin, slowly draining the air from her lungs.

The heavy breathing washed over her skin in hot waves.

It was one more step toward him snapping. Preferably her neck.

He breathed in and out heavily as her mind became slightly dizzy from the scarcity of air, and she let her body become heavy. Just a little more.

Suddenly, he let go of her like he had been electrocuted and removed himself. But she could not let him. It was her chance. Otherwise, he would have her transferred into a psych ward for her attempt, and she would not let it happen.

“It’s always the biggest cowards hiding behind their inflated ego and hoarding of wealth,” she said with a derogatory scoff. “You sweep in here like a god with all your money and power, but in the end, you’re nothing.”

She did not know where exactly he stood, but it wasn’t far as she could still feel the air leaving his mouth brush over her skin.

“Say that again,” he growled more than whispered. Oh, and how she happily provided.

“I said you are nothing. You are a piece of shit who hides behind his money.” He came closer with every single one of her words, still heavily breathing.

She did not even recognize herself at this point. Never, ever would she have taken such words into her mouth if it came to confronting a person. Her usual strategy was to deflect and endure. But since she had nothing to lose, she was finally able to speak her mind.

“You are such a self-serving bastard, not worth anyone’s time and attention,” she continued. “A liar, a pestilent little prick who deserves nothing.”

And then he grasped the side of her face with one hand and pulled himself into her. She could feel his hard cock pressing into her body.

What the fuck, she whispered in her mind, because apparently, the wealthiest and most powerful person on the planet got off on being degraded. She had to keep herself from laughing out in pure amusement.

“I will punish you for every single word you just used,” he then whispered into her ear, and she could not deny the effect his words had on her core, willingly or not. But she was stronger than mere biology.

“No, you won’t,” she answered with a whisper in his ear, simply to tease him, because he had lowered his guard. “You talk, that’s all. It’s all empty words. Big smoke and nothing real behind it. You try so hard to be one of the bossy ones, yet here you are, a little—” but her words were cut off by his hand wandering around her throat again. Slowly. Deliberate.

“I could crush you until there is nothing left of you,” he then said and closed his fingers around her throat so strongly that all blood flow into her brain stopped.

Yes, do it. Just a little more.

“I’m already in pieces, there is nothing left,” were her words said through gritted teeth as her body protested from the scarcity of air.

“Pieces can be crushed until they are sand,” he whispered and breathed from her ear over her cheek to her mouth. His lips were so close.

“J-just l-let me die,” she whispered with the last air from her lungs as her legs became wobbly.

“Not without suffocating you with my cock first.”

And then he released her.

Fuck.

Her body gasped for air while his last word still rang in her mind and made her freeze, caught in her thoughts.

Suffocating you with my cock first, she repeated in her head, and only when a metallic taste flooded her mouth, she became aware of the lip she had bitten.

That moment, his wet, warm tongue licked the blood from her lip.

“What the fuck is wrong with you?” she shouted out and leaned back as far as her body allowed her, because it was fucking disgusting.

He only snickered darkly, and she couldn’t imagine anything more satisfying than punching it out of his face. The face she could not see. But some things don’t need eyesight. And that was her knee between his legs.

She pulled the right one up, hard. Not without wincing, because damn, her entire body was bruised from the crash with the car.

Aiden fucking Crane’s car.

Of all the people, it had to be fucking his car, she thought while listening to his gasp from having his balls hit.

As she waited for his retaliation that didn’t come, she heard him walking away. Then, the door to her room slid open.

“We’re going to have so much fun, little kitten,” he said with a mischievous undertone, and was gone.

“Fuck off, asshole!” she shouted after him, before silence fell over her. A crushing silence of being alone with herself, and worst of all, her thoughts. Without the ability to distract herself by watching funny cat videos online. Urgh.
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ZOE
PLAYLIST: HEAL ME – ARGYLE


While her outside world was dark as the blackest black, her mind was not. It had always been a world entirely of its own. Every day was like a wild fair of all her memories coming together, while missing all the fun of a fair. Because every fucking evil thought tried to be the highlight of the day up to the point she wanted to scratch her brain out of her head.

She had nothing to do except for the stupid therapy and checkups. Every day, the same dull rhythm of being caught in a place she did not want to be in.

No phone. No contact. No nothing.

At this point, she would even kill for Aiden to get on her nerves, just to not have to hang out with her own thoughts all day.

Aiden. What the fuck was that the other day?

Up till today, she has not made any sense of it. He had taken care of her being supervised, and all the staff had apparently been made aware of keeping anything remotely sharp out of her reach.

Which was not entirely unreasonable, because a part of her was busy trying to figure out how to kill herself with a spoon at this point.

You are such a worthless piece of shit, her inner voice told her in her mind. You remember that day in 4th grade when you wet yourself in class in front of everyone. Everyone back then knew what a shitty person you are.

More thoughts. More memories.

Oh, and remember your father coming home drunk with that hooker he almost killed afterwards?

Vivid images flooded her mind. Blood everywhere. Screams. Pain.

Oh, and remember that old guy you dated in college who loved to lick your feet? Pathetic.

A shudder of repulsion shook through her. It had to stop.

And then that moment when her husband laughed at her derisively as he left, with the divorce papers that took most of her money. The sound of his laugh resounded in her ear as if it were yesterday.

I can’t fucking do this any longer.

There was only one option left, and that was to bite herself so hard it would tear through the skin on her wrist to tear her artery apart. Even with the suicide watch, it could work.

It was crazy, but maybe she had finally gone mad.

One bite.

Second bite.

Holy fucking shit.

It hurt so much more than expected, and at the same time, it cleared her mind. There was finally silence. The chaos in it was gone, leaving only pain.

Third bite.

Metallic taste on her lips.

It was working.

“Zoe, no!” shouted a voice suddenly. It was Nurse Charlene. Damnit. She had hoped for more time.

She bit again, as hard as she could, and a “aaargh!” left her throat through the bite.

Harder, it has to be harder.

Hands grasping for her arm to rip her away.

“Help, I need help!” shouted Charlene.

She could not let it happen.

Another bite, and now blood streamed.

Yes, finally.

With her casted arm and her right leg, she tried to push away whoever was there. More people came, and she could hear steps and more shouting, which became more indistinct by the second.

Bite fucking harder.

And then there was a little pinch on her arm.

No, don’t you dare.

“Fucking let go of me,” she shouted, and there was power beyond anything she ever had. “I’ll fucking kill you all if you don’t get away from me!!” With it, she pushed someone to her right and got up.

“Zoe! Calm down, no one wants to hurt you.”

The fuck they will.

She got up.

Everything felt so mushy under her.

Where’s—

She could no longer distinguish where she was.

Just fall hard onto your head. Now!!

And she moved her hands to her chest to make sure she would not stop the fall, and then it came. The weightless moment of falling into nothingness.

Finally.
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“You know, next time you want to feel some pain, just let me know. I can help with that.”

No. No. No. No!

“I know you’re awake, Kitten. I can see your heart beating faster on the monitor,” said Aiden with a playful tone.

“Go away,” she snapped at him with a croaking voice.

There it was, the chuckle. “So, you want some more pain?” he asked with it.

“Bite me.”

“Oh, with pleasure, dear,” he said dangerously.

“I am not your dear,” she said with a voice that didn’t sound like her own.

“Here, drink. You sound like you smoked an entire pack of cigarettes.”

She, however, kept her lips shut. The fuck she’d do what he wanted her to, and if she sounded like smoking fifteen packs.

“You behave like a child,” he said when he pressed a straw against her closed lips.

All the things she wanted to retort. But she would not give him the satisfaction.

Then he sighed.

“Remember you wanted it that way,” he said, and then his hand gripped her jaw so forcefully it made her squeak.

What the fuck. How does he have so much power?

His thumb and pointer pressed her cheeks into her teeth until it became so strong her jaw opened up as Aiden Crane forced the water into her mouth.

“Drink,” he ordered her, while still holding her jaw prisoner. But she would not swallow. His warm breath wandered over her face when he spoke, telling her how close he was.

So, instead of swallowing, she spat the water out. Full in his face. She knew as much because the water dripped back down on her.

You are such a piece of shit, she thought while she waited for the retaliation that would most certainly come.

Only nothing happened immediately. He still held her jaw firm while his breathing was calm, as if nothing had happened, and maybe it was the silence before the storm.

A playful chortle.

“Oh, Kitten,” he said from above her. “You will so regret that.”

And with that, he spat his saliva into her mouth before he leaned in on her ear to whisper with a dangerous darkness, “It will be my personal victory to break you.”

That moment, he released her jaw, and his teeth dug into her neck as a taste of what was to come.

It was disgusting. Humiliating. Boundary crossing. And her core had nothing more to do than being aroused by it.

I am so fucking broken, she thought as a soft moan came from her throat. She did not want it to come; she hated everything about it, and yet, her body betrayed her.

She couldn’t let it. Couldn’t let him.

“Do that again, and I will have you arrested for it,” she said coldly.

“I haven’t been arrested for worse, Kitten,” he said in a tone that let his devilish smirk transport into her ears. “I do whatever I want, whenever I want, and however I want.”

There was only one desire she had: to vomit.

“Yes, Mr. Untouchable, the King, the grandiose Master,” she said with a derogatory scuff while she pushed herself up. “You wanna know what you really are? A small man. One who needs power to feel valid and, therefore, has to rule others. You try so hard, don’t you?”

She could sense his anger boiling in him, and it was exactly what she wanted.

“I will—“ he began with his hands closing around her throat.

“No, you won’t,” she interrupted him with boiling anger in her chest, “until you don’t learn what it truly means to be dominant,” she said without thinking. It had simply come over her lips, and with it, she had given him more food.

It wasn’t something she had ever appropriately explored, except for in her mind and research, and now he knew.

Interestingly enough, his voice changed from an arrogant tone to a more curious tone, one that had piqued his interest.

“So tell me, little Miss know-it-all, what is it, what does it mean to be a dominant?”

“Everything you are not,” she said coldly. “You want power, but a true dominant wants to serve. Nothing is about him and everything about her, something your inflated ego isn’t capable of grasping, let alone living by.”

There was silence. Only his heavy breathing disturbed the peaceful silence.

“That’s what I thought,” she whispered darkly and freed her throat from his hand by pulling off his fingers, which came off easier than she had imagined. “You disgust me.”

More silence followed, giving her a moment to think and realize that Aiden Crane hid behind a mask he had curated to exist in a world where others made the rules. With all his status and power, he was still a prisoner.

What a sad existence, she thought. Here she was, thinking that money would buy a person the freedom to be themselves—only to be proven fundamentally wrong.

“Must be a lonely world,” she then said from above.

“What?” he asked, his voice strange, telling her he had heard it well but was trying to buy time.

“I said, must be a lonely world to have all that money but still have to hide who you really are.”

A pause. For a brief moment, his breathing became heavier again, before he snapped back at her with a smug undertone.

“Oh, and who am I really?”

She was prepared for the question. Her mind had already stacked him a box with a full analysis of his personality and existence.

“You are a control freak. There is your way, none other. And by striving for that, you built yourself a cage that fences you in,” she began.

“You assume based on the narrative the media tells you,” he told her off coldly. But it only told her how right she was.

“Now, who’s assuming?” she asked. As he did not answer, she continued, and words poured from her mouth. It was good to speak to them. To get them off her mind.

“Deep down, you want to give up control. You want to let yourself fall into desire and be held, because that’s what you never had. If I had to make a guess, I’d say absent father and pushy mother. And today, with all you have, all you accomplished, you’re still not enough. That desire makes you feel weak, less of a person. And here you are, being everything but the one thing you truly want.”

The resounding words tensed the silence that followed to a breaking point. Not physically, but on a strangely different level. Somehow, she had to hear those words, too. It was as she held up a mirror for him to see, in which she saw herself.

“What if I don’t live in boxes other people put me in?” he then asked silently.

“Prove me wrong then,” she blurted out without thinking, because she couldn’t give more fucks about who Aiden Crane was or was not. What she wanted was to be left alone, not to be proven wrong.

It was one step, and he was so close again. A wave of his perfume rolled over her with his confidence when his hands cupped her face. A shudder ran through her body because it was like he had switched into an entirely different personality.

His lips met hers, firm but in a soft exploration of each other. It would have been so easy to let herself be dragged away by it, but only she knew it was an act. A desperate act.

“Aiden,” she whispered against his lips to stop the kiss. It wasn’t a bad kiss. Just an inauthentic once. “Why do you feel the need to prove me wrong?”

His body stiffened immediately under her hands, which she had put on his chest while he kissed her.

“I don’t know,” he answered and tried to turn, but she grasped his hand.

It was one moment. One moment of weakness on her side. A moment with way too much empathy for a man who had none.

“Zoe,” resounded the voice of Dr. Anne Charleston suddenly into her ear as the door slid open, and Aiden immediately slipped from her grip. She hadn’t expected anything else.

“How are you feeling today?” the doctor asked.

“She is better, as you can see,” answered Aiden for her, and she wanted to throw something at him. “And I intend to take her home with me, as I do not wish to repeat yesterday’s events.”

Wait, what?

“Mr. Crane, we can put her under close watch, but she needs to stay in the hospital. Her state and condition are nothing to take care of at home,” said Anne with utmost clarity.

“She can get bed rest and care at home, by all means, feel free to tend to her there, but—“ he said, but there was no way she would let herself be dragged out of the hospital to his house.

“Absolutely not,” she interjected. “You can’t just order me around.”

“Oh, I can,” he said, “because right now, I pay for this here, so I decide what is going to happen.”

Rage rushed through her body like oil poured into fire, and then, she exploded.

“You know what? You can take your shit ton of money and fuck the fuck off!” she shouted at him with spit flying from her mouth. “I’d rather die on the streets than be your little puppet to push around!”

How she hated that she could not get up and just punch him in the face.

“Dr. Charleston,” he then said, totally indifferent, “Please give us a moment to discuss this in private.”

There was a moment of silence, in which it seemed looks must’ve been exchanged.

“Right now, it is time for rounds,” said Anne with clarity. “Afterwards, you can speak with her; until then, I must ask you to leave, as you aren’t family.”

Anne’s answer made her smile internally because she did not let Aiden Crane rule everything. It was like a slap in his face, and it caused the exact reaction she had anticipated.

There was mumbled swearing and a door crashing into its hinges, and he was finally gone. Not forever, but for right this moment of peace.

“Urgh,” said Anne suddenly. “Sorry, but what an asshole.”

And she had to laugh out loud, wholeheartedly for the first time since forever.
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It was so refreshing not to be the only one to have those kinds of reactions to Aiden.

“Don’t be,” she then said with laughter. “He is one.”

Anne did not answer. Maybe because of her professionalism, but then who was there to judge?

“It’s good to see you laugh,” Anne then said. “So, how are you feeling today?”

Yes, I laughed. And it was nice. Laughing even made her feel better. Everything wasn’t as heavy anymore, at least just for this moment. The heaviness would come back indefinitely.

“I’m alive,” she answered.

“Doesn’t sound like that’s a good thing,” said Anne. “Was that what the incident last night was about?”

“It was.”

“How are your sessions with Jo going?” asked Anne then.

Truth was, she had no interest in speaking with the therapist. Nothing she or any of them could say would change her desire not to exist anymore. Her life was crappy, and now it would be even crappier. There was no point in any of it, not in talking, not in finding a will to live or laughing. It only extended the period of pain until the inevitable would happen.

“Jo can’t change the crappy circumstances of my life,” she non-answered the question, circumventing what was going on in her mind.

“But she can support you in changing the circumstances,” said Anne sweetly while rambling with a chart somewhere at the foot of the bed.

“She can, as long as I play fetch for the asshole,” she blurted out. “How is that gonna change anything?” And as her mind began to race again, she let herself fall back into the bed, not without squeaking slightly from the pain it caused in her hip and chest.

“There are places you can go, and we can get you assistance,” said Anne, and sat down on her bed. “I am here to help,” she added and rested a hand on her arm.

“And then what? Endless paperwork? Juggled through the system of denial and deflection? Been there, done that. It changes nothing,” she said dismissively. “I mean, look at the world. Look at him. He’s a fucking trillionaire, while the rest of the world is starving, so he earns more per minute than half of the world together.”

“I know,” said Anne sweetly. “It is nothing you and I can change. But what we can change are small steps.”

Fuck small steps if they lead to hell, she thought instead of voicing anything.

“How about we start with the small step of getting you up and walking on your own again?” asked Anne then. “Ortho tells me the movement in your hip looks better. Also, from what I saw on the MRI scans yesterday, your neck and skull trauma is as good as it gets. Your headwound is healing and not leaking anymore, which is really great.”

“Whatever,” she just said. It was kind of her, but she was beyond caring.

“Can you stand up for me, please?” said Anne.

“No.”

“Zoe,” said Anne in a tone that sounded very much like her mother and caused instant repulsion.

“I said no.”

“What are you scared of?” asked Anne, catching her off guard.

“I am not scared.”

“Then why won’t you get up?”

“Because there is no point. It changes nothing,” she said, in her spreading the urge to be alone.

“And what if it does?” asked Anne. “What if it gives you back a sense of control?”

There was a pause.

“Let’s try it once,” said Anne, and grasped her hand. “If it’s crappy, I’ll let you be for today.”

She couldn’t help the groan coming from her mouth, but nonetheless, she let herself be convinced by Dr. Anne Charleston, whose bright light somehow radiated onto everyone.

“Ouch,” she said as she got up.

“But you’re standing. How does it feel like?”

She stretched herself a bit, and if she was completely honest, it felt amazing. Painful, but amazing. But she wasn’t honest to herself, let alone to someone else.

“It hurts.” And with it, she let herself back down onto the bed.

“Okay,” said Anne softly. “I’m glad you tried.”

As if you give a fuck about me, she told her off in her mind.

The rest of the check was as business as usual. Her head hurt like shit. Her arm was still broken. She was still blind. And the pain level was at a constant eight, which resulted in her getting a higher dose of morphine to deal with it—although she was fairly sure the pain level had more to do with her psychological pain than the physiological.

And just like that, she had an idea. She could save the pain meds and overdose herself with them after a couple of days. It would likely take several pills together to slow down her breathing to the point of death. And if she timed it with her vitals not being monitored all the time… it could work. And while it’d also mean days of endless pain, it was still less painful than living.

“I’ll check on you at the end of my shift,” said Anne, but she hadn’t listened. Her mind was occupied with her plan. It even felt good to have that plan. “Hang in there.”

Whatever, she thought and said, “Uh-hu.”

She was so lost in thought that she didn’t even recognize the steps walking in. When she did, her mind was back immediately.

“I am taking you with me,” he said without sugar coating anything. “If you want or not.”

“You can’t take me against my will,” she said, and then a thought crossed her mind. Or I let Aiden take me home and do it there. Anne was right; he can’t watch me there like they do here —it’d be my chance.

“I could, but you will come freely,” he then said.

“And why do you think I’d do that?” she said with a derogatory scoff.

“Because everything you want is right there.”

“Oh, and what is it I want?” Gods, this asshole.

“Your life,” he said silently before he dropped the bomb on her. “Your research. A restored image. Money. Everything.”

She closed her eyes automatically, as she was unable to say anything, and she was frozen in the moment. Just like that, she could have it all. He gave her hope. Hope for the price of making a deal with the devil. It was the highest form of manipulation. He knew he wouldn’t get any further with threatening her, so he changed the strategy to baiting her with hope.

But what hope? Logically, she didn’t even know how to continue her research without her sight. Emotionally, she already knew what the answer was. Because hope wasn’t logical.

“What is it you want with me?” she then asked and heaved her body up into a sitting position again. “Why me? Why not leave me here rotting? Why do you even care about my life?”

“I don’t,” he said coldly, walking up to her. “But I care about mine.”

There it was, out in the open. The real reason.

“And what do I have to do with your life?”

“Everything,” he more breathed out than said. Suddenly, everything around them became very quiet. Almost as if everything around them was miles out of their reach.

“Define everything,” she heard her own whisper cut through the silence as a prickling sensation she could not suppress tickled through her core.

His warm breath caressed her cheek softly when he leaned in on her.

“I want you to be mine,” he whispered in her ear without touching her. “I want you to be my dominant.”

Words failed her entirely as her mind tried to wrap itself around the fact that Aiden Crane, of all the people in the world, under the wildest circumstances possible, just asked her to be his dominant.

“Only in the bedroom, of course, or wherever we decide to play,” he added. “Otherwise, we need it to appear like the world wants to see us.”

This is a fucking nightmare, she thought. Because she wasn’t a dominant. She had no idea how to be one. Had there been a fantasy of it? Absolutely. Many. Vivid ones. But some things should stay exactly that, a fantasy.

Only this fantasy could be traded for her getting her life back.

A thought crossed her mind, a scene from one of her favorite TV shows, where the main character said: ‘Everybody can be bought, it is just a matter of the price.’ And apparently, her life was the price.

“Why me?” she asked in a whisper.

“Have you seen yourself?” he asked incredulously while leaning back. “Even with nothing to live from and bound to a hospital bed, you’re insanely hot, you have brains beyond, and most of all, you cut through my bullshit.”

It was, as far as compliments go when coming from Aiden Crane’s mouth, the best she had ever gotten, and she couldn’t help the corners of her mouth tug into a smirk. Not too far, because she, indeed, cut through his bullshit.

She never hated nor liked herself much; she was, in her opinion, a solid 6. While she was fairly tall at 5’9, with blue eyes and long blonde hair that seemed to make men generally lose their minds, she loved the nerdy girl look. Meaning, she never dressed to impress but to feel comfy and hide her curves. Her size 10 was fine, but growing up in the 1990s still made her feel like she wasn’t skinny enough to be desired. Something that still annoyed her to this day.

Whenever she saw other women, she didn’t give a crap about their bodies. She loved all bodies. But with herself? She had to become this super-skinny, unrealistic version to be desired by men. Now, she had to look horrible with her partially shaved head, no makeup, and in her state—so, naturally, she didn’t believe a word of what he said.

“Is that so?” she asked with a drawn-up eyebrow. “Or do you simply have enough to hold over me not to have me turn against you?”

His huff told her everything.

“Like I said, you cut through my bullshit.”

“It’s a bad thing to start something that needs honesty with lying,” she said coldly.

“What I said wasn’t a lie,” he said without remorse. “I societally acceptedly concealed the fact that I have to protect myself in case of…liability.”

Liability. So I’m a liability.

He was waving the huge red flags directly in front of her face, but the thing with life is that it is fundamentally easy to make mistakes and extraordinarily hard to undo them.

“No lying,” she said with clarity. “No concealing. If we are to do this, you will be honest, always.”

“So, is this a yes?” he asked.

Right now, she would have given anything to see his face. His expression. To confirm, he meant what he said. But she couldn’t. And maybe, just maybe, it was for the better, because she was braver without. What a scary thing, she thought.

“There will be other rules,” she said, deflecting like him. “And consequences.”

“I count on it,” he said silently, and brought his hand up to the side of her face and let his fingers trail through her hair. “There will be rules for you, too.”

“Oh, tell me, what rules?” she asked, trying to put as much distance in her voice as possible.

“You will stay alive and not hurt yourself again.”

Damn, she cursed. He cuts straight through my bullshit, too.

“Zoe,” he said. “Answer me.”

It was a decision without thinking. There was nothing to lose.

“Yes,” she more breathed out than said, while holding herself steady to the bed with her right hand. Her hip still hurt like shit when sitting, and as far as the physical therapy went, she did not see any improvement.

“Good,” he whispered in her ear. “Let’s get you released then.”

Maybe it would all blow up in her face, but what did it matter? There was nothing she could lose anymore, so gambling with her life wouldn’t cost her anything.
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“Zoe,” said Anne when she opened the door and walked in. “The nurses informed me of your release request.”

“Yes,” she said, a sinking feeling flushing through her stomach. Anne sat down next to her on the bed. She had apparently waited until Aiden left, because he had just gone to a meeting he couldn't push.

“Medically, I can’t support the release in your state, let alone the risk you are to yourself and possibly others. On a personal note, please don’t do it. There are other options, you know.” With it, Anne put her hand on her forearm. Anne’s skin felt so warm and soft, and her touch gave her goosebumps, because she genuinely cared.

She hadn’t expected a doctor to get this personal. She had no interest in divulging her reasons, as she very well knew she was making a deal with the devil, and the only reason she did it was that she was not only out of options but had zero regard left for her own life.

“Zoe,” said Anne softly, when she didn’t answer.

“You can’t keep me here against my will,” she then said dismissively.

“Your will or his will?”

Goddamnit, she cursed in her mind, because it made her angry.

“Walk in my shoes, before judging.”

“I don’t judge you, Zoe. I want to help you. There are so many other options⁠—”

“No, there are not. None of them is a real option. They are temporary fixes for a path without a solution. I have no home, no money, no job. And now, blind? I have no idea how to navigate any of it, even before.” Tears streamed down her face, and she turned away. “He is the best option.”

Speaking out about what was going on in her the entire time made it so fucking real, and all she wanted was to run. Far, far away. Only she couldn’t. Because even walking was fucking scary.

She had to learn to live again, and the helplessness that came with it made her feel not only less, but also like a burden to everyone. Except for Aiden. Because he didn’t fucking care. He had all the money in the world, so whatever. And maybe it was this fact that gave her some grip, a sense of being held, of being caught in free-fall.

Anne’s hand squeezed her arm.“I know it is not my place to say, but there are better options. Maybe you can’t see them right now, but you will.”

“How would you even know?” she scoffed at Anne. “You aren’t blind. You are successful beyond, have a job, a life, you don’t know what I am going through.”

“No, I don’t. But I was with Jo when her vision loss progressed. I sat with her through the moments where she thought nothing would work, when she lost everything, including herself,” said Anne with hopeful strength and yet sadness in her voice. “And I also saw her find herself. I saw her rise. Because sometimes, we need to lose ourselves to find who we really are.”

She didn’t know what to say. While she understood why Anne told her that, it also made her angry. Out of reasons she hated even more, because it held a mirror in front of her face, showing her all that she was not. Judging her for choosing the easy way out. But even the supposedly easy way becomes an unclimbable mountain when there is no more fight left.

“Like you said,” she then said dismissively, “It is not your place to say.” She removed her arm from Anne’s touch, and the moment she did, she felt lost in herself again. Alone with herself and the world of its own in her mind. Everything was, as it should be.

Anne stood up and briefly put a hand on her shoulder.

“He’s not gonna save you,” said Anne.

“Oh, but you can?” she snapped back.

“No, I can’t save you either. You can only save yourself. But doing that gets infinitely harder in surroundings that are built on power dynamics.”

It was clear at that moment that Dr. Anne Charleston saw more of what happened between Aiden and her than she would’ve liked. Maybe she had seen how he grabbed her throat. She had definitely seen his bite mark that must’ve been undeniably shown on her neck. But then, Anne didn’t know the nature of their agreement. She didn’t know what he truly wanted, and she couldn’t tell her.

When she averted her face and did not answer, Anne squeezed her shoulder slightly and then walked out of the room—leaving her with nothing but her thoughts again. A part of her wanted to curl up and be held, even rocked to sleep like a baby; the other part of her wanted to scream and run.

It was a good thing that Nurse Karl brought her to physical therapy after what had to be an hour. Her hips, though still hurting, were better. She could walk several steps by herself now, trying out a cane for the first time. Her shoulder and arm were healing, too, but the cast would stay on for at least another two weeks.

When Karl brought her back into her room with the wheelchair, she heard people there.

Aiden’s voice. And Anne’s voice. Other voices.

“Pack all that stuff,” said Aiden.

“Nonethless, she has to sign the AMA form,” said Anne. “And I advise you to have her monitored closely. I also require her to come in once a week for check-ups, at least for the next month.”

“Hey, Kitten,” said Aiden, and the back of his finger brushed quickly over her cheek, making her twitch, because she had not expected touch. “Time to go, you just have to sign the forms here.” With it, something was placed on her lap. She explored it with her fingers to recognize a clipboard with documents on top.

Sign a form. How am I supposed to do that?

“I–I,” she stammered, “I don’t know how.”

“That’s what I meant, Mr. Crane. With all due respect, do you really believe you can handle that?” Anne almost snapped.

‘Handle that’—Like I am what? Some issue? She thought, and tears made their way down her cheeks again.

“Here,” said Aiden, then, and knelt to her height to put something in her hand. “It’s your phone. I had it set up for accessibility use. You can do everything with your voice now; it’ll read the screen to you if you tap on it once, and you can also photograph everything and have it read to you.”

It was too much. Because whatever she had expected, this small, sweet gesture meant the world to her. Holding her phone, having her soothing tool back in her hand, made her even overlook the complete violation of privacy that he had taken and gotten himself access to her phone.

More tears streamed down her cheeks with little droplets resounding from them, meeting the clipboard on her lap.

“Thanks,” she whispered. It felt so weird to have all the people standing around her, probably all staring at her. She could feel all their gazes and wanted nothing more than to dissolve into nothingness. She wanted to do those things alone, not have witnesses to her meltdown. And what if it didn’t work? What if she couldn’t figure it out?

“Take your time, Zoe,” Aiden then said as if he had noticed the struggle in her. “Here, press this long to access the voice assistance,” and he pushed her finger onto one of her phone’s buttons.

She pressed it, but then stayed silent. Being watched had never been her thing, and having all eyes on her now was even worse.

“Okay, everyone, out,” said Aiden then. “Bring that stuff to the car,” he ordered the other person being there, and then said, “Dr. Charleston, we’ll need a moment to sign those papers. I am sure you have a busy schedule.”

There was a moment without movement or words, where she simply appreciated Aiden for doing what he did. She had never thought him to be capable of anything remotely close, let alone catching clues that needed empathy. Maybe he had been right, telling her not to put him in a box.

To her relief, Anne and, apparently, Nurse Karl and someone else also left. Quietness fell over her when Aiden closed the door.

“You want me to read it to you?” he then asked. “We can try the phone thing at home.”

Home. It was so wild hearing him say it, knowing that she would go home with him. With Aiden Crane, of all the people. She wanted to get out of the hospital so badly that it didn’t matter that it was Aiden Crane, the person she hated so much, who was apparently not as bad as she had thought him to be.

“Would you?” she asked carefully.

“Of course,” he said and took the form from her lap.

He read through all the paragraphs with all the legal stuff, and while he did, her mind wandered away. She would sign it anyway, whatever would be in there, because everything in her longed to be released. To be taken care of.

Anne had said Aiden wouldn’t rescue her, but right now, he did. He rescued her not only from her own thoughts but also from the unmanageable load of all she had to accustom herself to.

“Here,” he finally said, and put a pen into her hand. He moved around her and, bending down from behind her, he guided her hand with the pen to where the signature field must be. “Sign here.”

There was one moment when she slightly turned her head to his face next to her that she shuddered from his presence. His hand on hers. Her breathing got faster. And deeper. One moment of closeness. One moment that made her feel drawn to him. To the softness in the darkness.

And then it was gone as fast as it came.

She felt the bottom of the paper under her hand for orientation, and then she signed. It was not as complicated as she had imagined doing it in her mind.

“Looks good,” said Aiden, then squeezed her arm and took the form and pen. “Another step you took,” he added.

“Yes,” she breathed out. She couldn’t help a little smile appear on her face as relief spread through her. I did it.

“I have some fresh clothes here for you,” said Aiden.

“You have?”

“Yes,” he said. “Of course. Come on, let’s get you dressed.”

Of course, like any of this is normal.

It was a wild moment when Aiden lifted her from the wheelchair into a standing position, pulled open the gown to slide it down the casted arm. She wore no underwear, which she generally disliked, but right now, it was even more uncomfortable. She wasn’t shaved and looked like she came from the streets.

“You don’t have to do that,” she said quickly. “The nurses can⁠—”

Gods, this is so humiliating, she thought as her cheeks got red.

“Shut up,” he said while he pushed something very soft and comfy over her casted arm first, then over her head, and then directed her other arm where it had to go. From the feel of it, it had to be a hoodie.

“I already told you, you are hot,” he told her while he kneeled. “Hold yourself steady on my shoulder.”

What the fuck, was the only thing she could think as Aiden slipped panties over her legs.

“But—” she began, and then swallowed down what she wanted to say.

“But what? You’re not shaved? Look horrible? Have partially no hair and a skull wound on your head? Insecure about your body?”

“Um—” she stammered, because he nailed it.

“I don’t care,” he then said as he pushed sweatpants over her legs.

“As if,” she snorted back at him. “Why date all those perfect models then?”

He chuckled and came back up, so he was at her height. “Because they’re nice to fuck,” he then said, pulled up the pants, and brought his arm around her back. “I’ll let you in on a little secret. The prettiest meal only teases the senses but never satisfies the hunger,” he whispered into her ear as he guided her back into sitting.

She couldn’t help but snort. Because she had to think back at a business dinner she had back in the day at a five-star restaurant, where everything had been extremely delicious, but she had been so hungry afterwards that she had to stop for a pizza at her favourite place on her way home.

“So you’re saying I am the fatty pizza you crave after you had to eat caviar only?”

His laugh was intoxicating. A deep, rich laughter of secure existence shattered through her body.

“Exactly like that,” he said, and she could hear the smile in his tone.

Maybe, after all, Aiden Crane wasn’t the worst company in the world, because somewhere, behind all those layers of assholiness, she could see a real person, with layers, humor, and depth.

“Make sure your stomach can handle that,” she said playfully.

“We’ll see to that, Kitten,” he then said in a tone that left no doubt of what he really meant.

“We will,” she retorted.

He then slipped some shoes on her feet—loafers, from the feel of it. Overall, she felt super comfy, pain aside. She just loved the nerdy jumper look.

“Okay, ready,” he said when he came back up. “Are you?”

“Yes,” she breathed out, because she was ready and not ready at the same time.

Aiden turned and pushed her wheelchair out of the room and stopped at what had to be the nurses’ station, while she held her phone close to her chest with both hands, as if she held a treasure.

“Here,” he said, “signed form. Thank you for your services, Dr. Charleston. My assistant made an appointment with another specialist, aware of the schedule, and will take care of Zoe’s attendance according to her recovery plan.”

It was wild hearing him switch into an entirely different personality while dealing with Anne. The dark personality, the slobby language, the desireous tone—all vanished behind a professionally curated mask.

“Zoe,” said Anne, who had walked up to her and apparently knelt at her height, as she could feel her breath and her hand on her knee. “This here is a list of places you can go to for assistance. They will help you adapt to the new circumstances.” A piece of paper was placed in her hand with a weird touch on it. “You can have it read to you with your phone,” she added. “You find the front is in print, the back in Braille. There is also a number and address to an institute for helping you learn Braille.”

It was sweet that Anne still wanted to help her, offering her an option—a just-in-case. She smiled softly. “Thank you,” she said and squeezed Anne’s hand, which still rested on her knee briefly. “For everything.” It was this one touch and a fluttery feeling in her chest, before she let go and everything went back to normal.

A moment that passed as fast as it had come, and maybe she had just mistaken it as a strange sensation due to her medicated state.

Aiden pushed her to the hospital exit, which was a weird ordeal. Not only were people whispering after them, but she got her first taste of people blatantly walking up to him. So, not even in a hospital would people let him fucking alone.

“Did you see him?”

“Yes, it’s Aiden Crane.”

“Look, it’s him!”

“Mr. Crane, can I get a—“ began one woman, but he just walked past without reacting.

She felt uncomfortable. She must look horrible, and all those people must be staring at her, and she was already regretting leaving her secure room.

“Aiden,” she asked, her voice shaking. “I don’t think I can do this. All these people, they—I-I don’t want to be in the spotlight, especially right now.”

“You were in the spotlight from the moment you stepped onto that road in front of my car,” he said quite harshly. “There’s no getting off now.”

And just like that, the sweet gestures had been replaced by the man she hated so much, and it left her wondering if it was the outward pressure on him that was the reason for that.

“Thanks,” she said sardonically. “Very helpful. Not.”

“I’m not here to sugarcoat you, Kitten. You will see what it means soon. This is nothing, and you need to be prepared,” he said and stopped the wheelchair. “Whatever you do, don’t answer any questions. You will have media training soon. Before that, just don’t say a fucking word.”

She could sense how agitated he was.

Media training, she repeated to herself, as she realized the consequences of her decision.

“Okay,” she said.

“Good, he said. You can walk a couple of steps?”

“I don’t know. No,” she answered. “I didn’t try.”

“You’re not alone,” he said. “We only have to get you into the car. It would be great if you could play nice.”

“What do you mean?” she asked while she already imagined his answer.

“There are some paps outside. Would be good for the narrative if they believed we are good,” he said in a slightly concerned tone.

“Aren’t we?” she asked with a chuckle, teasing him, “Here I was, ready to tell them everything about our little arrangement.”

“Zoe,” he said through gritted teeth in an almost reprimanding tone.

“Get the hint, Aiden,” she answered.

She had always believed a man like him would have a routine for interacting with paps and publicity, but apparently that was not the case.

“I’d never,” she then said. “I’m a very private person, as you sure as hell know by now.”

“Let’s go then,” he said and pushed her outside.
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ANNE
PLAYLIST: GOOD GIRLS – JOSIE EDWARDS


She walked down the road to her favorite take-out place, as usual. Everything she did was somehow a daily rinse-and-repeat. 365 days a year. Wake up, work, eat, sleep, repeat. She couldn’t tell what it was, but after her patient Zoe had been released, she felt somehow empty. It was something Zoe had said that wandered through her head.

‘You are successful beyond, have a job, a life,’ she repeated in her mind. Zoe. For the briefest of seconds, a stitch rushed through her.

Zoe had been so envious of all she had to show on paper. But reality?

Successful beyond. Yes, but never good enough for her mother. Nothing was good enough for her.

Have a job? Yes, but in a toxic environment.

A life? It might look like it, but it’s definitely not.

Everything I am is built on this version of me, the one everyone expects me to be. But who am I really?

She came to a halt in front of the sushi place while the noise of cars passing trailed into her ears. The noise she heard every day—people following the rules, the rhythm of adulthood—just like her, caught in a wheel of responsibility.

“You know what,” she told herself. “Fuck the wheel.”

With it, she turned and walked further down the street to another place.

New paths.

After she ordered her dinner, she took it with her, but instead of going home, she headed up the Mount Sutro Reserve, all the way to the top, where she found herself a spot on a tree stump away from the walking paths to eat her dinner.

The view of the city was phenomenal. The always-cloudy weather was still something she was getting used to. Growing up in Beverly Hills, Los Angeles, she was used to year-round sun. And while San Francisco was also in California, it was a whole different thing here. The morning fog and clouds hanging over the city were something she was still learning to love. It was still no comparison to Seattle, where it rained like every day.

She thought back to her time in Seattle and how much she hated it there. It had been the same in Minnesota, where she had spent her fellowship. There, it was cold and freezing, and it sometimes snowed 15 inches in one night; there was nothing worse than snow and cold.

Maybe it’s time to go somewhere else, she thought. Of all the places she had seen in her life, she liked San Francisco the most, weather aside. And now, with Graham and Homan and all the shit happening in the past weeks, maybe she was ready to move on.

She had been thinking about it a while, just from observing herself. Her nature was a glass-is-always-full kind of person, but lately she had recognized a shift. Instead of being content and happy, her mind was occupied with thoughts she had put aside for the better.

Like, I am gradually losing myself.

She had been offered many possible vacancies in the past, which she had declined. All of them. It would probably be one call.

In the end, there would be two options. New York or Cleveland.

“Langone Health or Cleveland Clinic,” she said to herself, to feel the vibe of it, while she already knew the answer deep down.

Okay, she told herself, and got up. I’m gonna give the Chief of Surgery at Langone a call tomorrow. If it’s supposed to be, it will be.

Generally, this was her life’s motto: Whatever happened, happened for a reason. And if it had no reason, it still offered a chance. It was what helped her cope with all the cases she could not save, all the randomness of the universe, and the sadness in this world. Believing that there always was a chance in everything gave her some power in a world that worked by making the masses powerless.

That’s also why she wanted her patient, Zoe, to see the chance she had. She could not tell what it was, but somehow, the story of the woman stuck with her. Goosebumps appeared on her arm when her mind wandered back to when her hands touched. She wanted to grab and shake Zoe so badly not to leave with that asshole, but she, of course, couldn’t.

The sweet scent of jasmine climbing a tree next to her trailed into her nose while she stood there for another moment and gazed at San Francisco.

I can’t save them all, she repeated one of the most important sentences she had ever learned in her life before she walked home.

[image: ]


“Anne,” said Graham. “Don’t be unreasonable.”

“Unreasonable?” she now shouted at him. “Are you fucking kidding me? He made my patient lose her vision, and all we get is an M&M?”

“You know how important the morbidity and mortality conference is. We can learn from this.”

“Yeah, we learn that the problem is old men being too proud to put away the scalpel,” she snapped at him. Internally, she was boiling. So much that her fingertips dug into her palm from squeezing her hand into a fist.

“It’s politics,” said Graham. “You are an amazing surgeon, you know that. But politics have never been your thing. This hospital needs people like Homan, because they bring in the money.”

The disdain she felt towards Graham after what he just said went beyond imagination. She not only disagreed wholeheartedly but also realized she would never thrive in this environment. Not that it would be better anywhere else. Medicine, to her, was about helping people with all she had, and it was a hard pill to swallow when she learned that medicine was limited to those with money, delivered by people who made millions per year. It was why she took on many pro bonos, as much as Graham allowed her—always with a grudge.

“It’s profit over people,” she said coldly.

“No profit, no helping people.”

“People can be helped without millions of dollars for the shareholders,” she answered.

“And who pays for the innovations then? Funds the robotics for accurate surgery?” asked Graham while getting up and placing himself in front of his desk, his arms crossed in front ot his chest. “We need the investment to be top of the list. No profit, no investment.”

The rock growing in her stomach became heavier with every sentence passing between them, and it took her all her power not to start shouting at her boss.

When she spoke, it was through gritted teeth. “Because you got comfortable in the status quo without questioning the system. It pays you well, so why care about others, right?” she said, turned, and left without closing the door behind her or listening to what Graham called after her.

Walking down the corridor to the elevator with determination, she already knew what was about to happen. There was no way back. It had always been like this for her. One day, there would come a point where she just couldn’t anymore. And today was the day.

She turned, went back, and leaned into the door to Graham’s office. Graham looked at her with a tucked-up eyebrow, as if he was expecting an apology for her walking out.

The fuck she would.

“You know,” she said in an extra cheerful tone, “I resign.”

And then, she walked.

Walked without listening to Graham, who came hurrying after her, trying to convince her to stay. But to her, it was already done. She was a no-way-back person. When a door closed, it would never open again.

She would end the ninety days of her notice period if she had to, and then she’d be gone. It would give her enough time to sort things out. She was, after all, in a very comfortable position.

When the elevator door closed and Graham’s shocked face vanished, her body unloaded the stored tension. Her hands shook slightly as a shudder rushed down her spine, accompanied by a diffuse tingling sensation on her shoulders that resulted in goosebumps on her arms.

A probably slightly displaced smile appeared on her face. But it felt so good, so powerful. Because she not only stood up to herself but was also free. Free of Homan and his hovering, judging shadow, free of the muzzle Graham put on her, while all the possibilities of the world opened up to her.

The feeling of freedom not only made her breathe but also brought a clarity she hadn’t had for a long time.

There was one thing she had to do.
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ZOE
PLAYLIST: WELCOME TO THE FIRE - WILLYECHO


It felt unbelievably good to scent the fresh air, have it stream into her lungs, and feel it caressing her cheeks. What didn’t feel good was the immediate wave of sounds and shouts crashing over her.

“Mr. Crane.”

“Zoe!”

“A statement, please!”

“Are you taking her with you?”

“Are you fucking her?”

What the fuck! she shouted in her mind. Have these people no boundaries whatsoever?

She wanted to shout back at them to fuck off so badly, but she remembered what Aiden had said. So she let herself be pushed to where the car had to be. There, his hand wandered around her.

“Come on, get up.”

Putting weight on her hip was still painful, and a little gasp slipped over her lips.

“I got you,” he whispered while he held her with his arm around her back. “Here,” he then added as he guided her hand to the inside of the door so that she could hold herself to it.

A scent of a beautiful morning by the sea mixed with the unmistakable smell of a newer car when she climbed into it. The vehicle had to be an SUV, from the height alone.

When she sat, her palms touched the slightly cold leather with small perforations, which caressed her hands in a softness she had never felt before.

So this is what wealth feels like, she thought.

His body leaned possessively over hers as he fastened the seatbelt for her. And just when it had clicked, his lips found hers for a kiss that was as hot as kissing a hedgehog. She was about to push him away when it dawned on her that it might all be a performance, so she just rolled with it, grasping his face to make it look more real.

His tense body relaxed momentarily.

“We’re going to have so much fun, Kitten,” he whispered into her ear after ending the kiss, before he leaned back and closed the door.

While he walked around the car, she had a moment to catch her breath from what had just happened. Because if she wasn’t totally wrong, she had just delivered a performance for the paparazzi. After everything she had been through, this was possibly the wildest outcome she hadn’t anticipated happening in her life, ever.

Aiden opened the door on the other side and sat down.

“Okay, guys, let’s roll.”

“Where are we going?” she asked as the car sped up faster than expected. She had never been a good passenger driver; now, without her sight, it was even worse. One hand steady on the seat, the other searching for the handle to cling to, she had a deep desire to curl up on the seat.

“Home,” he said silently.

“And where is that home?” she asked, slightly annoyed, because she wasn’t stupid.

“Not far.”

“Damn, Aiden,” she cursed at him in her tension, “is it possible for you to give me a straight answer instead of that bullshit? I’m not mentally impaired.”

A snigger followed her rant, and he wanted to punch him for it, because it was apparently a game to him.

Breathe, she told herself. And only then did it dawn on her that it might be a tactic, a game. A game he played with her. Because she had forgotten who he really was.

Her nails dug into the seat’s leather.

“We’re driving to my home near the Presidio,” he then said. “I have a small house there with a beautiful view.”

Presidio, she repeated, because she had always imagined him to be one of the Pacific Heights show-offs. Not that Presidio Heights was cheap, not at all, but it wasn’t as much in your face as in the Pac Heights. Only then did she realize what else he had said.

“A small house?” she asked incredulously. “Is there enough space for your ego?”

There was a snort from the front, probably from the driver, and as Aiden made a growling sound, it was quickly disguised in a cough.

“I like her already,” said the snorter with a chuckle.

A statement that made a grin appear on her face. “Thank you, um—” she said, provoking him to give her a name.

“Mitch,” the man said. “I am here for security.”

“Hi Mitch,” she answered. She was amazed that Mitch was allowed to have an opinion.

“All this judgment,” said Aiden then, “Sure it’s not your ego that’s inflated?”

“Who’s the one with the God complex, obsessed with control?” she retorted.

He only chuckled. What would she give to punch him in the face, but she neither knew where exactly his face was, nor did she want to let go of the handle.

The following silence was almost unbearable. Not only was she alone with her thoughts, but the doubt fed by the reality of her decision finally crept up on her.

I am on my way to Aiden Crane’s home. What if he’s even worse? What if I made a huge mistake? What if I⁠—

Stop it, she interrupted her own thoughts. It was either this or going back to her hellhole.

The car stopped, and a whirring sound of an opening gate trailed into her ears. So we’re already there. Somehow, her heart pounded fast the moment the car moved again. It came to a halt again a couple of seconds later.

“Home sweet home,” said Aiden, quite elated as he opened the car door. She unfastened her seatbelt and opened her door. The overly self-reliant part of her was sure she’d manage to get out of the car alone, which was, unfortunately, not the case. Aiden grasped her at the last possible moment, when she slid down the seat and her legs couldn’t catch her weight, nor could she hold herself with her casted left arm.

“I will just assume you did that on purpose,” he whispered darkly in her ear when he got her back to standing. “Otherwise I’d have to lecture you on your own stupidity,” he added.

A scoff of annoyance left her throat while she was breathing through the pain in her hip.

“Come on,” he then said. “Put one arm around me.”

“Absolutely not,” she said automatically, resulting in a groan.

“You are such a stubborn little kitty cat,” he said, and just took matters into her own hands, as he pushed her arm right, unharmed arm, around his shoulder. There, it dawned on her, what he was about to do.

“Let go of me immediately,” she said as he lifted her. “You will not fucking carry me inside.”

“Oh, I will, Kitten, because there are twenty-three steps leading to the front door, and under no circumstance will I let you walk them in your state.”

She wasn’t sure she would even manage to get up three steps, but this, right here, was not okay. She would not let a man carry her.

“I–Aiden–seriously–don’t,” she stammered out, while he just walked up the stairs with her like she’d weigh nothing. “I’m too heavy!” she finally shouted out.

“I deadlift 250 lbs, I am fairly sure you weigh less,” he said with a chuckle, accompanied by heavier breaths while relentlessly walking up the stairs, not giving a shit about the tantrum she was throwing.

“Urgh!” she shouted and tried to get rid of his grip by punching his neck and trying to squeeze his arm with her legs. If anyone saw that, they might think she was a toddler being dragged away from the most tempting sweets in the grocery store.

Suddenly, he swayed and they both almost fell down the stairs. It was this one moment of falling. One moment of thrill. Until he caught himself on the step below.

Gods, so fucking stupid!

He only growled.

There was a beeping, then an unlocking sound, before he carried her through the entrance door, carefully avoiding the frame.

“Stand,” he ordered while breathing heavy when they reached the top, and he let her down. “Next time you pull crap like that, I’ll make sure you’ll never forget.”

“Don’t rich people have elevators?” she asked, purposefully not reacting to his threat.

“Not here,” he said coldly.

She held herself to what was next to her: a door frame. The first thing she sensed was the feeling. Unable to say what she had expected, this was not it. She had been certain a guy like him would live in Dracula’s dungeon, one of those highly simplistic concrete interior sins, but this couldn’t be any more different. It was peaceful. Silent. Calming. Warm. Accompanied by a scent of vanilla, she felt invited.

She took a step with his help. It was like stepping into a yoga retreat space or one of these Japanese gardens, where everything was designed to be calming.

Goosebumps spread over her skin.

“Everything alright?” he asked.

“I—” she began, but whatever it was she wanted to say, it did not come. Because she was amazed by the world she stepped into.

Her fingers wandered over some wood to her right. It felt so wonderfully soft and inviting.

“I took the liberty of getting your remaining stuff from that abandoned building. It’s in your room,” he said in a strange tone.

She was still unsure about his personality. He switched so fast from caring to asshole and back that she couldn’t grasp him. He was a walking, talking contradiction. And it dawned on her, by being here, in his most personal space right now, that everything else he represented might just be a show. A role he stepped into, that’s why she was unable to grasp him. Because it was all a mask.

“Or do you want to grow roots here in the entrance?” he then asked.

Or vice versa, she ended her thought about him in her mind. What if this here is a show to hide the assholiness?

“No,” she said carefully. “I am just trying to take this in.”

“What do you mean by ‘this’?” he asked while kneeling to remove her shoes. No shoes in the Crane house. Huh.

“I didn’t expect your house to be this⁠—”

Her blank feet touched warm wood that felt unbelievably soft. She had this strange desire to lie down on the floor, because it felt so good. She wouldn’t, of course; otherwise, he might label her a total weirdo, but one day, she would.

“This what?” he asked.

It’s so inviting. Calm. Nice.

“It’s so warm,” she then said.

“What did you expect?” he asked distantly.

“Clean coldness, something without a life. Maybe Dracula’s castle.”

He snorted out. “And why is that?”

“I just thought—” she stammered, still lost in thought, before she caught herself, and words poured from her. “You’re an ass. You exploit people, you destroy the planet, and I just assumed that someone who is able to do that would have no heart, no feeling for warmth, no desire for something like this.”

Suddenly, he was close. His hand wandered around her back as he leaned in on her.

“I already told you to assume less,” he whispered in her ear. “If you really wanna know me, you have to forget what the media told you to believe about me.”

He pulled her close. So close, his hard cock pressed against her.

Her breathing became faster immediately.

There was something about him that made her so curious while also being totally repulsed.

“Then who are you?” she asked and gave in to his pull by leaning her head slightly back so that her cheek brushed over his. “Show me who you are.”

His lips trailing over her neck.

His warm breath caressing over her skin.

Goosebumps spreading on her arms.

“I can’t,” he whispered. “Not until you signed an NDA.”

Just like that, all the heat between them was gone.

She couldn’t say she was surprised. She had been surprised that he had shown her so much already without one. But signing a non-disclosure agreement without being able to read it herself was scary.

“My chance to try out the photo-to-speech thing,” she then said.

He quickly brushed his thumb over her cheek in confirmation. “Come,” he said and guided her to a sofa kind of thing that was apparently in the ground. “Sit down, and I’ll get the papers.”

So, he had already prepped everything.

“Aiden,” she said and grasped his hand.

“Yes?” he asked.

“Thank you,” she said, because whatever hell might open up, everything would be better than the hell she had lived in. “For everything.”
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ZOE
PLAYLIST: NO MORE HIDING – GINA BROOKLYN


Navigating a phone without her sight was a challenge. Not impossible, but she wasn’t used to using voice control, and she had a full-on meltdown just by going through the voice-over tutorial because it was too much, and none of it worked as she wanted it to.

“Damn! What a fucking shit!” she roared out and threw her phone away when she couldn’t figure out how to slide her fingers over the screen to continue with the tutorial.

Tears flooded her eyes, accompanied by half-sobs, half-screams. All she wanted to do was give up, cry, and dissolve into nothingness. It enraged her. She had no tolerance for frustration with this; the voice annoyed her, and everything was just so fucked.

“Hey,” said Aiden softly, his hand touching hers. “It’s something new, you will get used to it. From what I hear, you are a brilliant human being who knows how to figure stuff out.”

It was a sweet try, but she couldn’t right now. She was caged between the loss of connection to the outside world with the device she couldn’t figure out, her reliance on Aiden, in other words, someone else, and her self-sufficient existence just couldn’t take it.

“Apparently, I am too stupid to use a fucking phone,” she snapped at him.

“You’re not,” he said while getting up. “As you very well know, the human brain loves to use the known highways in your neural network. You have to build some new roads in that lovely brain of yours.”

He sat back down next to her, and his hand grasped hers, which she gave him reluctantly. He navigated her finger over the phone he had picked up and made the gesture with her.

“Continue button, here,” he said as he navigated her finger to the bottom of her phone. “Tap once to read, double-tap to press.”

She swallowed down her sobs as he moved her finger over the surface.

“Swiping up or down here to fasten or slow down the reading speed,” he continued, and moved her finger at the bottom left over the screen.

“Can we change the voice of that thing?” she asked silently.

“We can,” he said, and helped her navigate to it. She found a voice she could live with and adjusted the reading speed so she wouldn’t freak out internally. She hated everything slow, as she was the kind of girl who listened to audiobooks at 3x speed.

“Let’s make a photo of these,” he then said, and instead of doing it for her, he guided her to feel where the contract papers lay on a little table next to her.

It was at that moment that Aiden’s phone rang.

“Shit,” he breathed out. “I gotta take that. Be right back,” he said to her, got up, and while he was walking away, he shouted to somewhere upstairs, “Mitch, get Sara and Lee online right now, personal line! It’s the President.”

A shudder ran over her back, making the hair on her arm stand up. Here she was, with a man who got random calls from the President. Whichever president it was, Aiden was important enough to be dialed directly.

The man who not only bought miLDR, the huge biotech company she had worked at, but who got rich and famous as the founder of PAC, a software company whose programs now ran in almost every company in the world. He had built a monopoly out of it and invested the cash-out money in modern defense, aka warfare technologies. And now, he was talking to some president. It was only then that she remembered the article about him—the deal with the US government that made him a trillionaire.

He's fucking talking to the President of the United States. And I am with him. A thought that brought her back to the NDA.

“Okay,” she told herself. “I can do this.”

Her fingers traced the size of the document, and then she tried to navigate to her camera app. The phone relentlessly read every folder and app that she clicked on.

“Instagram,” read the voice. And she couldn’t help but double-tap it to open.

Her heart pounded slightly faster because this had been her distraction. Her savior from her own thoughts.

She clicked, and the voice read: “carolynndaimer five images posted on September 5th.”

Another click. “Breaking News: Aiden Crane and the girl who⁠—”

But whatever it was, she reacted without thinking and clicked somewhere else. Fast. Because she did not want to hear anything about herself.

“Notifications,” read the voice, and then did not stop. “99+ unread notifications, 99+ unread messages⁠—”

She had to stop. But it didn’t.

She wildly clicked on it.

“101,391 followers,” read the voice to her.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” she asked her phone as a sinking feeling spread through her. How did the people even find her? She didn’t use her real name as a username, used an old photo, and didn’t post anything for 2 years.

And then the phone did more of what she didn’t want. Instead of closing the app, it read stuff. She managed to scroll past the comments now being read—nasty comments she didn’t wanna hear.

She felt so helpless. She couldn’t even close a fucking app. And that alone made her cry again.

God damnit, she said herself. Get a fucking grip on yourself. Like Aiden said, new neural pathways.

It was then that she decided to give the voice assistant a try.

“Hey Phone,” she asked carefully, as if it would backfire at her. A sound came. So, at least that worked. “Open the camera app.”

As she didn’t hear anything, she clicked on the screen.

“Face centered.”

Okay, so this is the front-facing camera.

She managed to find the switch button and switch it to the back-facing camera. Then she moved the phone to the documents on the table.

“Text detected,” said the voice.

Okay, find the damn button.

“Take picture button,” it finally said, and she pressed it twice.

Then she navigated to the photo viewer, and just like that, the voice started reading everything on the photo to her.

I fucking did it.

And while it was hard to understand because the voice was reading very strangely when being fast, and the legal phrases were already hard to understand, she managed to do something alone. She was, right now, reading the papers, and it felt good, because she had managed to do it on her own.

It all took a lot of time, but eventually she managed to photograph all pages of the NDA and have them read to her. The patience it required nagged her the entire time, but this would be her life from now on, so she had to deal with it.

“I did it,” she finally said, slightly elated, when the voice-over had ended with the signature space.

“You did it,” said Aiden from further away, “All by yourself.”

She jumped a bit as she had been so occupied with navigating the phone to read the documents that she hadn’t even heard him come back.

“I did,” she said proudly. “Do you have a pen?”

“So, you’ll sign it?”

“Yes?” she asked. “Shouldn’t I?”

“It’s just, don’t you have questions?”

“Aiden, it’s not the first and probably won’t be the last NDA I sign. They have been corporate so far, but in the end, it’s nothing different.”

Well, it was slightly different. This NDA not only contained everything they talked about, but also had a passage on sexual activities and several other activities, which weren’t allowed to be discussed with anyone. But with whom would she discuss it anyway?

“Here,” he said, close by now, putting a cold, heavy pen in her hand, guiding her to where she had to sign.

The pen scratched over the paper, followed by silence. She put the pen down and let the silence sit with her for a moment, in which she took in the finality of her signature.

“Now,” she said to Aiden. “Show me who you really are.”

“Come,” he said, and grasped her hand and arm to get her up. He then carried her, to her total revulsion, up the stairs into the upper level. From the walk, she gathered that the house had three stories, and when they reached the upstairs level, he let her down and took a moment to catch his breath.

“This is my bedroom,” he said and guided her hand over the surface to her right. It was a rough and yet so soft surface; she first thought it was slightly porous sandstone.

“It’s a special clay,” he said. “It enhances the room climate. Glitters in all shades of yellow and orange when the evening sunlight illuminates it.”

“And here,” he continued while stirring here somewhere into the room, and when he reached a spot, he placed himself behind her and leaned her into him. “Is a huge window front with a beautiful view over the bay. It’s a shame you can’t see it. The trees at our feet, the Golden Gate Bridge rising over the ocean. You can see it from the bed. Every morning I wake up here is a privilege.”

His words lay heavy on her soul. She would’ve given everything to see this view. What she couldn’t grasp, however, was him. One moment, he was this asshole, this arrogant bastard, and then he switched into this caring, loving person.

“Aiden, who are you?” she asked. “Because to me, it looks like you are longing for love. For being taken care of. For taking care. Yet, what you do day to day could not be any more different—except for with me. You care. You let me in. You asked me to dominate you. What do you want from it?”

“I live my life outside of every box, because I can,” he said.

“Then why are you denying yourself what you desire?”

“With wealth like mine, people always want my money or profit in any way from me. And those who don’t are the ones who might eat me,” he said, still standing behind her, one arm around her to help support her weight. “I can never let down my shields. I live under constant vigilance. Everyone and everything is a potential liability.”

“Because you’re scared,” she stated.

“I am not scared.”

“Yes, you are. You are scared of losing everything. Scared of being vulnerable, because your money is more valuable to you than your personal content.”

He didn’t answer immediately, but gave her the confirmation that what she had said was true.

“Wouldn’t it be worth losing everything for the one thing you desire the most?” she then asked.

“Who guarantees that I still have it then?” he asked rhetorically. “What if I am left with nothing? Just like you ended with nothing.”

Outch.

“True,” she said. “Yet I am here now. We humans tend to focus on the worst possible outcome, because we can’t imagine the good that comes beyond.”

This particular piece of advice was medicine she had to give herself. Whatever she had imagined, this would’ve never even remotely been a possibility.

“I wanna fuck you,” he whispered in her ear, while one of his hands caressed over her body.

“I don’t think that’ll work,” she said silently as a strange feeling rushed through her. A feeling she always had when it came to sex. The pressure of performance. The need to be desirable. Perfect.

“And why do you think that?” he asked, kissing her neck.

“My body isn’t ready, my hips, everything feels horrible, I need a shower, and I’m exhausted. I⁠—”

“Let’s get you cleaned up then,” he said and guided her to a bathroom to her left.

Water began to run, and then his hands slid her hoodie up. Getting it over the casted arm was the unsexiest thing she had ever had the misfortune of enduring. She tried to play it down with a laugh that sadly sounded maniacal. Her cheeks heated the very moment, and all she wanted was to dissolve into nothingness.

“Ugh,” she said and hid her face in her hands. “This is so humiliating.”

“It is not,” said Aiden. “You’re hurt. I don’t expect you to be anything else.”

“But I do,” she said through gritted teeth.

“Last week,” said Aiden while slipping down her pants. “Mitch had to pick me up from the bathroom floor because I lay in my own puddle of vomit. I couldn’t get up, because I mixed drugs and my brain was convinced I had no legs.”

Her mouth fell open.

There she stood, naked, with a man who had just slipped down her panties and told her conversationally about his drug use. There were a million questions she had, but not one formed into words. There had been many rumors circling through the media that he took drugs.

The first thing that came over her lips was, “What did you take?”

“Ketamine in the morning, cocaine in the evening. As I couldn’t sleep, I thought it’d be a great idea to smoke some pot,” he said, and apparently undressed himself, too.

“Well, that’s stupid,” she said. Her experiences with drugs were very limited. She had tried smoking some weed years back in high school, but she couldn’t stand losing her control. Later, in University, she had tried cocaine and medication for ADHD several times to learn for her exams. But it hadn’t had much effect. The cocaine had made her feel invincible and above everyone else, something she hadn’t liked very much.

“It was. My point is, it was humiliating. You, however, just need a bath and some care.”

“And you didn’t?”

“I am beyond that point,” he said, and it scared her.

“So you say you’re an addict that is beyond help?”

“I am,” he said. “And I like it.”

There was silence so heavy it rested like stones on her shoulders. She had no response, and images of how it would affect her ran through her mind. Her mother had been a drug addict, her father an alcoholic. She had grown up with addicts, and now she was in a home with an addict again. She had sworn herself to never get anyone near that ever, and her she was.

Fear overwhelmed her for a moment. What if she’d find him overdosed on the floor, too? Memories of the past flashed through her mind, choking her breath.

Then, the skin of his naked chest touched her as he guided her into the shower, and everything faded. There was the touch, his touch. And not only his chest, because when he turned her, her ass brushed over his cock. It was a weird and wild moment that passed as he took the hand shower and let the water rinse over her body, except for the arm with her cast.

“Hold up your arm,” he said, and she did as told, leaning it against the tiles to her left. “Head back,” he then ordered.

He stood behind her and leaned her slightly into him as she let her head fall back. Water ran through her hair, and although it slightly burned on the fresh scars from the surgery, it was the best feeling in the world, even with Aiden cock rubbing against her ass with every movement.

His hard cock.

There was desire in her. She wanted him because she knew he wanted her. Was it messed up? Certainly. Did she care? No.

So, she arched her back slightly more, resulting in her hips screaming in pain and her ass pushing against his cock. The very cock he now slid between her thighs. A thick, girthy cock, which was just perfect. To her, there was nothing worse than long, slim cocks, so the relief was big. Somehow, in her mind, she had always put him into the small dick box because of his actions. Maybe he was right to tell her not to put him in a box.

“I don’t get you,” she suddenly said.

“What don’t you get?” he asked, as he soaped her from head to toe. It felt unbelievably good, yet also incredibly wild.

“You’re a paradox,” she said. “You want to live outside a box, yet you fence yourself in. You crave love, but reject it at the same time. You want calmness and peace, yet you push yourself beyond for more and more. You want me to dominate you, yet you are trying to dominate me. You’re a walking conflicted contradiction.”

He didn’t answer immediately, but stopped covering her in soap and stood back up.

“Maybe that’s the whole point; I like being a paradox,” he then said. “I like to switch.”

“But how do you expect anyone else to get you, if you don’t even get yourself?”

His hand wandered from behind around her, up to her neck, and grasped her throat.

“I don’t,” he whispered in her ear as he pulled her back into him. “You want to get me, that’s your thing. I don‘t need anyone to understand me.”

And then, without warning, he went down a bit and guided his cock into her. She had expected it. Part of her didn’t want it. Part of her wanted. The part that felt desired. The part that needed, even longed, to be taken, to be wanted, to be consumed.

“Aiden,” she half-whispered, half-gasped, as thoughts whirled through her mind, none of which she could voice.

“Mhm,” he moaned into her ear with another thrust, “You’re perfect.”

I’m perfect.

More thrusts. Harder. Deeper.

Moans left her throat, while the pain vanished from her body.

His other hand wandered down to rub her clit while his heavy breaths trailed into her ears. He took what he wanted, and while none of it was right, all she could do was give in to the sensation in her core.

His thrusts became more valiant.

“I can’t wait to fuck all your holes,” he said breathlessly while slinging his arm around her throat until she was in a chokehold. “And fill you with my cum.”

Lust flooded from her body. She couldn’t tell if it was the words or the role he stepped into, but it made all her desire disappear—replacing it with caution and fear.

Her mind was on the very moment, and with it, her body became rigid.

Stop, she shouted in her mind. But he didn’t, because he couldn’t hear her thoughts.

More thrusts.

“Aiden, please, stop,” she whispered.

“You are mine now, Kitten,” he whispered darkly. “Mine.”

And with that, he came into her.
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ZOE
PLAYLIST: WOLF (BLVTH EDIT) – SUMERA


The human body has three reactions to traumatic experiences: fight, flight, or freeze.

She was frozen in the moment, unable to process what had just happened. The overstepping. The ignorance. The provoking power.

And worst of all, the fact that some deranged part of her liked it. It was filthy. Dirty. Disgusting, which was exactly what she liked in her fantasies.

While her body was frozen, her mind was not.

Her mind tried to wrap itself around the fact that Aiden Crane had just come in her against her will, and a part of her, the deepest, darkest, secret part of her, liked it. While hating it.

Gods, what a fuck up.

He slipped out of her, went back to washing her like nothing had happened, and then rinsed her with water, while she was drowning in the waves of her own thoughts.

There was so much anger. Anger about herself because she knew the deal she had made with the devil, and yet this was so far from what she had expected.

But what do you expect from making a deal with a man like him?

There were actions. And consequences.

FAFO, she told herself in her mind. Fuck around and find out. And she was apparently in the find out phase.

What happened next was a blur. She let herself be dried with a towel, stirred, carried, and dressed. She couldn’t even recollect speaking another word with him. It could have been minutes or days that passed while she was lost in thought. Sorting them and her feelings.

She had no idea where in her cycle she was; she couldn’t distinguish the time since her last period. She wasn’t even sure how much time she had spent in the hospital.

Hospital, she repeated her own thought. All that she had gathered about Aiden there, what they had talked about. She should’ve known it then. He had told her as much. And yet, she had thrown herself into the lion’s den. But it was supposed to be different. He was supposed to be submissive, to listen to her. Only he didn’t.

I did it willingly. Or compulsively. Because while she expected the bad things, he also meant security. Being desired. Being taken care of. He saved her from herself, from her old life, drowning her.

And what if what he did was the price for it?

What a fucked up mess, she thought before she drifted off in a restless sleep.
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Hands.

His hands.

Touching her.

Exploring her.

Taking her.

Pulling her close.

His hard cock pressing against her entrance, demanding entrance.

Finally pushing in her, warm, hard, deep.

Filling her deep into her core.

So deep.

Heated breaths against the back of her head.

Grunts following.

She just lay there.

Still.

Taking in the sensation of his cock in her.

Thrusts.

Hard thrusts.

There was this need to give in to him.

Give in to the desire to be taken.

Used.

For his pleasure.

And the arousal that came with it.

More thrusts.

A moan she couldn’t suppress.

Endless lust.

And his cum in her.
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When she woke again, his scent was nearby. A smell that brought back memories.

“Good morning, sleepyhead,” he said as if nothing had happened, sitting next to her as his voice came from close by but somewhere above. “You’ve been out almost a day.”

“Aiden,” she said and sat up, not without aching in her hips. “Why did you do it?”

“Do what?”

“Come in me.”

There was a pause. Maybe he hadn’t expected her to address it like this, maybe he hoped she would ignore it. Or he might weigh his options.

“You’re mine,” he then said, and she could not unhear the entitlement in his tone; the absence of any remorse.

“You wanted me to be your dominant, so why don’t you listen when I tell you to do something?”

“Because you didn’t enforce consequences,” he said lightly as they were talking about the weather.

“So, you say you tested my boundaries?” she asked.

“I believe so, yes.”

“And if that’s so, why did you feel the need to do it?”

Another pause before he answered.

“Because it makes me powerful. Coming in you gives me power.”

“Does it?” she asked, raising her eyebrow. “Because true power doesn’t come from forcing someone to do something. Forcing doesn’t make you powerful; it makes others fear you. Power comes from true submission, when gifted to you, freely.”

The silence that fell over them was tense. She knew she had laid her finger on something—maybe not a wound, but a sensitive topic. Her brain tried to make sense of it.

She had read and heard of all the things by now. She had even written an article in a huge magazine for psychiatrists on the genetics behind people feeling the need to dominate or abuse others. The title had been ‘The desire to do evil: The Psychology and Genetics behind the criminal mind’, and she had made a deep dive into a world that had been, up to that point been in the unknown.

She had caught interest in it, because she dated that old guy in college who got off on licking feet and being degraded, while also being a very dominant and violent person, and she had to know, understand, why. In her was, and had always been, a desire to understand the nature of people; how they were wired, what nature made them. Maybe it gave her some peace to understand why people were who they were because it was the only way to accept why the world was in a state like this, and it helped her overcome everything that had happened in her childhood.

She had then dived into the different personality disorders, first and foremost the Dark Triad: narcissism, machiavellianism, psychopathy.

Right now, she was fairly sure she was sitting next to a person who, while scoring high on all of them, was a textbook sociopath, the cousin of the dark triad: Cold, calculating, impulsive, desire for power, aggression, lack of empathy, ignorance of social norms, recklessness to a certain degree, lack of remorse. It was all there. So easy for her to see, because he didn’t even feel the need to hide it, and she…she was beyond help anyway, because the darkest part of her felt drawn to men like him. The boundary crossing ones, the assholes, the disordered ones.

Maybe that was the reason she hated him so much, because she despised that part of herself the most.

Suddenly, he came so close.

“And what if I don’t want you to gift it to me?” he then whispered in her ear with his heated breath, softly blowing away a strand of her hair. “What if I wanna take what I desire without consent?”

Her mouth reacted before she had the chance to think, because she now saw immediately his bullshit.

“Then you should get the consent for said non-consent by getting on your knees like a bad little boy and ask your domme for it by making her come with your tongue alone.”

A deep, rich chuckle left his throat.

“That’s what I thought, Kitten,” he said, very self-satisfied, and brushed with the back of his finger over her cheek.

“Gods, this is so fucked-up!” she shouted at him. I am so fucking fucked-up, she told herself, because deep down in her stirred that desire for doing exactly what they just talked about.

“No, it’s not,” he said and grasped her face. “That’s why you piqued my interest.”

His lips crashed on hers in a wild embrace, followed by his tongue demanding entrance to her mouth. There was nothing she could do because she wanted him to take her, consume her. The self-hatred that came with it would haunt her forever.

“People like us aren’t meant for the societally accepted box of job, husband, house,” he whispered against her lips between two kisses.

People like us, she repeated in her mind.

“What do you mean by people like us?” she asked back in a whisper, while his lips wandered over her neck.

“Come on, Zoe,” he said, and added with a smug grin, “I thought you had an IQ of 140.”

“How did you find that out?” she asked angrily and put a hand on his chest to keep him at a distance.

“There is a photo on your phone of the test result.”

“You went through my fucking phone and photos?!” she snow shouted in anger at him.

“Of course I did. I had to clear you.”

“Clear me?”

“Government contracts.”

“Fuck, Aiden!!!” she shouted out because no words were forming because he was crossing every possible boundary. “You are such a fucking asshole!”

“I love it when you’re angry,” he said with a chuckle. “It makes me wanna fuck you again.”

“Don’t you dare,” she threatened him in a dark tone.

“Dare what?” he said while getting up, zipping open his pants.

“You will not fucking come in me again. I don’t want to have a fucking baby,” she said and prepared herself to fight him if it came to it. “Let alone one with you, you fucking arrogant, ego-inflated, boundary-crossing bastard! So don’t you dare!”

“Oh, Kitten, you really need to set me some boundaries,” he said, his voice smug, and, as she was lost for words, he grasped her jaw hard and pushed her down. “Because I get so turned on by coming in you. I wanna breed you, every fucking day.”

She had no words left, and even if there was something to say, she couldn’t, as his fingers pushed into her cheeks to a point she had to open her mouth from the pain.

“I am going to fill that pestilent mouth of yours with my cock in you until you can’t breathe anymore,” he said so darkly as his hard cock entered her mouth. “And then I’ll fill your pussy with my cum.”

Thoughts wouldn’t come anymore.

Her eyes became watery from the pain, and tears ran down her cheeks as he grasped her face with both hands and thrust into her mouth.

Again.

And again.

And again.

So hard, he pushed against the back of her throat and even further, until he was so deep in her that her nose touched his pelvis.

“You’re so fucking amazing,” he then said as air became scarce, and she gave in to him by relaxing into him. His touch. His crossing of boundaries. His taking. Should he suffocate her with his cock.

Whatever, she thought.

And then, he pulled out and released her.

Gasped air streamed into her lungs, accompanied by a feeling she had never felt before. A rush beyond anything she had ever experienced, consuming her, floating through her, and dragging her into a high.

The corners of her mouth tugged into a devilish smirk. A smirk that confirmed to him what she denied, and he already knew: She loved being taken.

“I’m going to deep-throat you again,” he said so darkly it didn’t even sound like him at all. “Clap my leg if you can’t take it anymore. If you’re still conscious.”

What the fuck, Aiden, she thought, but nonetheless nodded in confirmation. Because she wanted it, needed it. Her own desire to do something dirty, something forbidden, something so out of the norm gave her this exhilarating rush that pulled her body into the darkness.

It was so easy to get lost in him. In being used. Because for the first time, her mind would shut the fuck up. There were no more thoughts, no endless chatter of thorough analysis of past, present, and future situations.

There was only his cock and nothingness.

She didn’t have to think, plan, or do anything.

She just let him take what he wanted.

His cock pushed into her throat.

And arousal beyond everything spread through her when the air became scarce again.

It was so easy. Maybe too easy.

“Oh, we’ll have so much fun, Kitten,” were the last words he heard before she let go of everything.
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ANNE
PLAYLIST: WITH THE DEVIL I’M GOING DOWN – STEELFEATHER


Last week had been a rollercoaster of emotions.

Graham had tried to win her back several times, and each time she had dismissed him, he had grown quite hostile. He had even gone as far as calling her Dad, who called her one night to interrogate and accuse her.

In the end, her Dad had come to understand her reasons and agreed on the Homan issue. Her Dad had also spoken to the Chief of Surgery at Langone, which she did not want him to do, but apparently, they were well connected and occasionally played golf together.

It resulted in Langone putting their offer from two years ago back on the table, only it offered almost double what it had initially been. Not that she minded. They also didn’t even flinch when she asked them to put her pro-bono allowance into writing.

Meanwhile, Homan had taken on an intolerable gleam in his eyes over her, telling her he had been told the reasons for her resignation. She was more than relieved that it was the weekend now, which meant she had two free, not-on-call days.

Two days she would use wisely to set her plan in motion.

When she pressed the nameless doorbell at the fence framing a black-painted house with massive window fronts and a visible high-security system, she was pretty nervous. She had no idea how she would react, but she had to do it.

“Who is it?” asked a voice as the camera eyed her.

“Dr. Anne Charleston, here to see Zoe Zane.”

The gate hiding the insides from prying eyes whirred open just enough for her to slip through. She stepped into something she had not expected. There was a Japanese garden set around a path leading up to the house with cherry trees and bonsais. Whatever she had expected, it had not been this. Maybe more like the headquarters of darkness.

The house was built on the hillside, with a staircase leading up to where the front door had to be, as a very bodyguard-looking person now came down from there.

“Dr. Charleston,” said the man. “We did not expect your visit. Why is it you wish to see Miss Zane?”

“There is something important I have to discuss with my patient regarding her condition,” she said.

“I understand. Let me make a call,” he said and dialed. “Aiden, she wants to discuss something with her patient.”

“I want him to hear it, too,” she said to the bodyguard.

“You heard,” he said to Aiden Crane on the phone.

She used the time to glance around. There were several cars parked in the driveway, which also led up to the house, pretty much what she had expected. Cars that cost half a million or more. Except for one—a black, older Mercedes-Benz that looked totally out of place.

“Understood,” said the bodyguard then. “Dr. Charleston, if you follow me, please.”

They walked up the staircase. From the entrance alone, she had a beautiful view of the bay. And then, the door opened.

She grew up with not only a silver but a golden spoon, having wealthy parents; she knew how to spot wealth. And in the case of Aiden Crane’s house, she hadn’t expected anything less. Maybe not the design it was held in, but the windows, the stone floor, and the materials used —blackwood to natural materials—it must’ve cost several million to build.

“This way,” said the bodyguard and guided her into what had to be best described as a living room. It was a room with one massive window front with a view over the Presidio Park and the bay. The room was empty except for a huge square sitting area, at least fifteen feet on each side, embedded into the wooden floor. The sitting area was one huge square floor-sofa with a very comfy-looking cushioned frame. She had never seen anything like this before and was therefore rendered speechless.

“Dr. Charleston, to what do we owe the pleasure?” said Aiden Crane’s displeased voice behind her and added, “Checking on her if she is still alive?”

“Yes and no,” she answered. “Where is she?”

“Upstairs.”

“I’d like to see her.”

“What for?” he insisted.

“There is something I have to discuss with her. In fact, I’d like you to hear it, too.”

Aiden eyed her for a moment with a tilted head. His eyes tried to stare right into her mind in a very creepy way. She stared back, not giving him the satisfaction of evading his attempt to control her.

“I heard you resigned,” he then said. “I believe it is connected?”

“I heard you are having three children with three women,” she said without hesitation, “I believe that is true?”

A smirk appeared on his face. A scary one, because he had absolutely no regrets about it. He liked it.

No, he loves it, she thought. He takes pride in it.. She hadn’t felt that much disgust regarding a person in a very long time.

“Come,” he said and stirred her towards a staircase. “Let’s go upstairs. Stairs are still a bit of a challenge for her.”

She had never seen so much ambivalence in anyone. He switched from being an asshole to being a caring person. He did horrible things, and yet he had this caring side regarding her, and somehow his home looked like a peaceful Japanese temple. What is it with him?

“You are a very strange person,” she said while walking up the first staircase.

“Am I?”

“Yes, you’re impossible to grasp.”

“You are not supposed to,” he answered. “You can’t, by all means.”

“So, this is the real you?”

“No,” he said, but did not elaborate further while walking up a second staircase. In the middle, he stopped. “This here is private,” he said very with a dangerous voice, “If any of it lands in the media, I’ll know it was you.”

She only nodded. “I don’t care about media.”

“I hope so,” he said, and meant to walk up further, but she stopped him.

“How is she?” she asked, because she wanted to hear what he knew.

“There are good and bad days,” he said hesitantly. “Her body is better, she seems more stable, but there are many challenges.”

“Are you managing?”

“I am. I hired an assistant for her, but it’s complicated. She is very stubborn and self-sufficient.”

He hired an assistant. Of course.

“Okay,” she said. “It’s as good as it can be, then.”

He only nodded and walked further upstairs. Reaching the top floor, there were two doors, one leading to the left, the other to the right.

He knocked on the door to the left.

“Zoe, it’s me. Dr Charleston is here to speak to us.”

“Come in,” said Zoe, and warmth radiated over her chest, because her voice sounded so much stronger, at least she told herself that.

The room she walked into was different. It was, if possible, even warmer, welcoming, and cozy. Zoe sat in an armchair at the open window, which made her raise her eyebrow at Aiden. Having a suicidal person sit alone next to an open window at this height was not what she had in mind.

Aiden saw her look and said, “It’s alright, we have an agreement.”

She only drew up her eyebrows even more.

Zoe was covered in books and worksheets, and when she stepped closer, she saw that she was learning Braille.

“Hi Zoe,” she said, walking up to her. “How are you feeling?”

“Better,” said Zoe, and put her stuff aside. “I’m adjusting.” There was a slight coldness in her voice that she couldn’t quite pinpoint. Was it because of her last encounter? What they had talked about? Or was it the mental state?

“How’s the pain?” she asked.

“Down to a one, most of the time,” said Zoe with the beautiful morning sun shimmering on her skin. A little smile appeared on Zoe’s face before she said, “Yesterday it was a six because I missed a step down the stairs and tripped. Destroyed Aiden’s favorite cup.”

So that’s where the smirk came from, and she couldn’t help but snigger.

“I’m glad you’re feeling better and you've found your spark again,” she answered Zoe while watching Aiden, who, apparently, had been very attached to the cup because he, as the person who could fly in any cup worldwide, looked pissed.

“So, why are you here?” he asked when he saw her gaze.

“Zoe,” she said, “I don’t know if Aiden told you, but I resigned at the hospital.”

“Yes, he did tell me,” said Zoe to her surprise. “Why did you?”

“Because of the aftermath of your incoming,” she said carefully. “Which is also why I am here.”

Aiden glanced at her strangely.

“They try to bury something, and I will not stand by and do nothing. And I need you to keep them accountable, because I can’t.”

“What happened?” asked Aiden, his voice now very serious.

“When I tried to clip your aneurysm, it blew, and I couldn’t see for a moment. My colleague, a dinosaur, Dr. Homan, stepped in. He did something he shouldn’t have done without my authorization because he is old and an asshole. He is the reason why you lost your sight. I tried to have him removed over it, but they won’t, because he and his name bring in the money. And I need you to sue them. Request the notes and sue the hell out of them.”

Zoe’s mouth was slightly open, and she could see her hands clenching into her thighs. Aiden saw it too, but then went back to staring at her. She could see he was already planning the execution. But there was more. With his head slightly tilted, he told her without using the words, something along the lines of ‘I didn’t expect you to be that bold’.

Tears suddenly streamed down Zoe’s face, and she was with her the very moment. One hand on her knee.

Touching her feels so unbelievably good, she thought as a prickling sensation rushed through her arm into her chest.

“Zoe,” she said. “I know this is so much to process.”

“How could he do that to me?” said Zoe between sobs.

“I know. He should’ve never operated. But the aneurysm had to be clipped; it was a ticking bomb in your head. Especially as we already had to open your head, due to the bleeder. And he was the only one available that day. In the end, it was my fault for allowing him in there.”

“Zoe,” said Aiden then. “I’m calling my lawyers. We will sue them.” And with it, he was gone, and she was alone with Zoe.

She just sat there with Zoe and let her be with the pain of grieving the past. Mindlessly, she softly caressed Zoe’s thigh in an attempt to soothe her.

What the hell am I doing here? She asked herself when she noticed and pulled her hand away immediately.

“Don’t,” said Zoe, and pulled her hand back.

She couldn’t say how much time passed while they both just sat there, without words, connected by touch and lost in their own minds.

Suddenly, Aiden’s voice ripped her from her thoughts. She turned her head and saw his eyes fixed on her hand on Zoe’s thigh. Was it jealousy in his eyes? Or a warning? She couldn’t tell.

“My lawyers will be here in an hour,” he said, which was reason for her to let go of Zoe and get back up.

“You cannot let them know I was here,” she said to Aiden. “Request the medical files; it is all in there.”

He nodded. “Understood. You are aware we might sue you, too?”

“I know. Poor judgment. I intend on it. Best case, put me on a stand. I’ll tell them under oath what my boss told me.”

“And what is that?” asked Aiden.

“Hopefully enough to send Homan into retirement, and get you, Zoe, a high compensation.”

It was a win-win for everyone. Zoe would gain autonomy, Homan couldn’t hurt any more people, and she herself would be free to walk new paths that led to progress.

“Thank you,” said Zoe, who got up and pulled her into a hug that was different from what she expected. It felt awkward. She wasn’t necessarily a hugging person, but she had learned to endure the social hugging, and Zoe didn’t seem so either, because they both cracked into laughter; no words needed.

“Okay,” she then said, “I’m leaving before your lawyers arrive. I don’t want to be seen here, as it raises questions. I wish you all the best.”

“Dr. Charleston, Anne,” said Zoe when she was already at the door. “Where are you going?”

“Home,” she said, confused.

“No, I meant what clinic? Do you already have a new job?”

“Yes,” she said. “New York.”

A moment of silence.

“So you’re running away,” said Zoe, and the words hit her like a wall.

What? The direct attack took her aback.

“I’m finishing my notice period and leaving for New York in December,” she answered with a slight coldness in her voice. “I’m not running, but I don’t intend to stay in an environment that doesn’t want to see me thrive.”

The conversation got as awkward as the hug. It felt so forced and weirdly stiff.

“We wish you all the best then,” said Aiden professionally and held a hand out for her, leading her outside the room. “Thank you for your honesty.” It was immediately clear that he stepped in to intervene in the conversation.

“Bye, Zoe,” she said. “Take care.” It was the only thing coming to her mind to speak.

“Bye, Anne. You, too.”

She could see Zoe wanted to say more, but couldn’t. Or wouldn’t as long as Aiden was in the room.

Aiden walked her in silence all the way down to the exit gate of his property. Before he opened the gate, he grasped her and threw her backwards into it with his forearm pressing against her throat.

“Listen carefully,” he said darkly. “Zoe is mine. I see how you touch her, how she reacts to you. She is mine, and if you get anywhere near her again, I will remove you, with consequences.”

“Are you threatening me?” she said breathlessly as he pushed so hard into her airway that it obstructed slightly.

“I am warning you,” he said with one last dangerous look.

“Message received,” she hissed at him when he let go.

Without another word, he opened the gate just enough for her to slip through, not without leaning slightly back in with her head.

“You can’t own a person,” she said. “And if you try to coerce her, I will have your head for it,” she said with a dark voice, almost matching his.

“Is that a threat, Dr. Charleston?” he asked playfully.

“A warning, Mr. Crane,” she answered slowly and intentionally. “You must be terrified if you feel the need to keep your foot on the tigeress’s neck.” And with that, she walked away without looking back.
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ZOE
PLAYLIST: TAKE MY HAND – LE SHUUK, EMMA CARN


Unable to pinpoint what exactly it had been, the sensation on her hand from Anne’s touch still lingered with her. So much it preoccupied her mind and drove out the wild mess of thoughts caused by Anne’s words.

She tried so hard to wrap her head around what she had said, about the fact that she lost her sight due to a medical error by another doctor.

I should be angry, she told herself, because rationally she should. But the only thing she felt was the warmth in her chest—caused by the touch. Anne’s touch. It had been one moment.

She touched her knee where Anne had put her hand, as the feeling arose from the memory alone.

One electrifying sensation shot through her.

One breath held.

One moment where nothing else existed.

And then there was reality.

“Zoe,” said Aiden, and every good sensation flushed out of her. “Are you alright?”

“Yeah,” she said absently, still holding on to that image in her mind. “I’m okay.”

“You don’t look okay.”

“Then why ask if you already know the answer better than me?” she snapped back at him, because he was disturbing her peaceful space of mind.

“Lawyers will be here soon. I want to discuss our aim beforehand,” Aiden said, now all back to business.

“I don’t have an aim. I want that other doctor to pay,” she said as it was the first thing that came to her mind. “And get compensated for it.”

Then, Aiden dropped something she did not expect.

“We could go public with it.”

It was something she had to sit with for a moment to process.

“If we do, the doctor would not only be removed, but they’d also lose their money machine, like Dr. Charleston mentioned,” added Aiden, who apparently walked through the room the entire time, because she heard his voice somewhere different every time.

There was only one thought coming to her mind: If that other doctor were gone, Anne might stay. She might not go to New York.

Why did she even care?

“You think they won’t remove him if we settle in private?” she asked.

“I wouldn’t if he’s a cash cow. Only if there’s public pressure.”

“What’s the matter with you today?” she asked Aiden, who was still pacing through the room to a point that stressed her out.

“Rough week,” he said dismissively, which was a non-explanation.

“Uh-huh,” she said, unsatisfied. “Well, to be honest, I don’t want any more attention, but I want that man gone more.”

“So public it is. I’ll have my PR Specialist come in afterwards for a strategy session. She has to talk with you anyway about what to do with your Instagram.”

“Why?” she asked quickly, already guessing the answer.

“People are wild online. She’s been managing it for you so far, but we need to talk about it.”

“What do you mean by she’s been managing it for me?” Her voice trembled slightly.

“You gained thousands of followers and comments through our public appearance, many of them are not favorable.”

“Clarify favorable.”

As if I don’t have enough to deal with, she cursed in her mind.

“Some hate you for being with me, others comment on your looks, your actions, and question your intentions. Some adore you, others threaten you. Mixing with the bots and those who let themselves be stirred by the bots, it’s a total mess we had to manage. I didn’t want to overwhelm you with it, so I had Sarah manage it.”

Like always, he overstepped boundaries with good intentions. He was right to assume it would’ve overwhelmed her. It was the number one reason why she hadn’t opened the Instagram app again. She was scared of what she’d read. But she was also angry.

“Just tell me next time in advance, will you?” she said with slightly pursed lips.

“Okay,” he said and added with a joking undertone, “You were passed out, though.”

It made her smirk slightly, but she said clearly, “You know what I mean.”

“I do. Message received. Let’s get downstairs now. Lawyers will be here any minute.”

The meeting with the lawyers was everything she had expected. A delegation of three plus a paralegal arrived, followed by legal talk, strategy, and a lot of asshole energy, which was probably good for this case.

One of the lawyers had a background in medicine, and, under the provision for obtaining the medical files, he threw in at some point a number of ten million in the room. Given that she was young and the error would have been entirely avoidable due to the hospital’s negligence, they’d aim for a settlement in that department, especially when going public. There’d be a lot of external pressure on the hospital’s reputation, giving them more room to negotiate.

She tried really hard to focus her mind on the meeting, but it was impossible. The talk alone made her head burst; she had no mental space for public opinion, legal paragraphs, or strategizing. But what distracted her the most was Aiden. He talked fast, messily, and couldn’t sit still next to her. He constantly bounced his leg, so much that the floor under her feet vibrated; he leaned back and forth, changing his position a trillion times.

“Aiden,” she whispered finally and put a hand on his bouncing leg. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

“Nothing,” he hissed back under his breath and grasped her hand to remove it from his leg. His hand was ice cold but sweaty—and then it dawned on her.

He’s on drugs. A groan left her throat. Because that was not just a bit of drugs. That was a night’s worth of drugs if a person was in a state like that. She had seen it with her mother day in and out after that incident with her father and the hooker.

The rest of the meeting was a blur to her. Her mind was preoccupied with all the memories of her past and also preparing what she’d say to him afterwards.

When the lawyers were finally gone, she grabbed him by the arm.

“What did you take?”

“Cocaine,” he said, slightly taken aback by her harshness but otherwise dismissive.

“How much?”

“Not more than usual.”

“Don’t give me that crap. You can’t sit still, you talk messily, and your hands are ice-cold and sweaty. If I had to guess, you haven’t slept last night and pulled through with that stuff.”

“Are you my mother now?” he snapped at her and removed himself.

“No, but I saw people die from an overdose. But you know what, go kill yourself with it, what do I care,” she snapped back at him and turned to get to the door. It was annoying not to be able to storm out of a room and have to search for a wall or something in her way first.

“So you care about me,” he said, close behind her.

“I don’t.” Doing so would not only be pathologically sick after all he had done, but also phenomenally stupid.

“I think you do,” he said and took her hand, guiding it to the door handle that had a metallic touch on her skin.

“You know what your problem is?” he asked with a whisper in her ear and continued without waiting for an answer. “You don’t know how to live, how to enjoy life. That’s why you have a stick up your ass.”

“I know how to live! I had a wonderful life if not for you, asshole, taking everything away!” she shouted and turned around to face him.

“Do you? Because if you would, it wouldn’t have mattered to lose a job or a husband.”

A whirlwind of anger raged through her body, and she wanted nothing more than to punch him.

“Oh yeah, let me see how you live without money,” she said through gritted teeth, her body trembling from anger. “How do you know how to live without any of this, without any of your companies and watchdogs?”

“That is not what I meant, Kitten. Of course, you need money. But I meant the outer circumstances. You had a husband. But did he make you truly happy? You had the great corporate job, but did it make you happy?”

“I—” she started, taken aback by the question as her thoughts raced. Because if she’d be entirely honest, she had been kind of happy. A forced happy, because she had played everything by the rule book. And that’s when you get happy, right?

“Well, yeah. It’s what we humans do, isn’t it? Study. Get the corporate job. Marry. Buy a house. Get kids. Grow old together. That’s happiness. It’s what we’re supposed to be and do.”

His rich laughter interrupted her circling.

“You listen to yourself, Kitten? You’re talking about happiness as if it were a mathematical equation. When you reach a certain milestone, you’re supposed to be happy. But that’s not how life works. It’s what the world makes you believe.”

“You mean what people like you make people like me believe to make more money?” she asked coldly.

There was a moment of pause, where only the sound of their breaths was audible. Hers, flat and agitated. His, intense and deep.

“Yes. So, ask yourself, whose dreams have you been following? Yours or society’s ones?” he asked her, brushing with the back of his finger over her cheek and adding, “I decided to live outside of those expectations.”

“Easy to do when you’re worth a trillion dollars and don’t have to live on canned beans every day or live from paycheck to paycheck,” she said mockingly.

“Exactly,” he whispered as he leaned in on her, his warm breath caressing over her neck, producing a shudder running down her spine. “We can’t all be rich. No one would do the crappy jobs, and society would collapse. And if you wouldn’t be such a righteous person, you’d agree.”

There were so many things she wanted to say. Because he was so wrong. Everything about it was so unbelievably wrong.

“That’s bullshit,” she blurted out. “And I never said everyone should be rich. But everyone should have their basic needs met.”

“They do have them met. People want to suffer. They are so addicted to suffering that they do everything to stay there,” he said with an arrogance in his voice that made her boil.

She had no more words.

“I can feel you trembling from rage, Kitten. But let me tell you, you are doing exactly what you’re supposed to do. It’s class theory. You worked yourself up from the bottom, and now you feel the need to separate yourself, like a teenager from their parents. You do that by developing moral standards that make you feel better about yourself. But in the end, you simply play our game. A game to make you consume more.”

Everything in her felt separated. The experience of a super wealthy man who apparently ruled the markets—and, therefore, the world—shattered her belief systems like a wrecking ball. Her morals had been her one thing holding her together all those years. And now there was this firsthand view, the confession of a man coming from the other side. Everything she hated. Everything she loathed. But he had a point, and she hated herself for even seeing it. She was too much of a scientist not to let herself be proved wrong.

There was always room for error in human reasoning. There were always biases. And there was only one way to prove his points.

“Prove it to me,” she said, and let herself be dragged into his touch. “Prove me wrong, by all means.”

His rich chuckle in her ear produced goosebumps on her arm. “You have no idea how much I like an intelligent woman,” he whispered while trailing with his lips over her neck. “Come with me.”

He led her into a room to the right that smelled like a newly redecorated room of freshly cut wood.

“Sit down, chair,” he said, and turned a chair for her to sit. She did as told, for once at least. Apparently, it was a chair at a table, next to her was another one. She felt the table; it was thick wood with a rough, natural edge.

Aiden crammed around somewhere on her right, probably a drawer that was opened from the sound of it.

“Here,” he said and placed something in front of her that sounded like a heavy plate. “Take this,” and a short metallic straw was handed to her.

“What are you doing?” she asked when the slightly acid scent trailed up her nose. A scent she hadn’t smelled for many years, and it made her cramp internally. “Aiden, no fucking way. Absolutely not.”

“Absolutely yes. We’re going to have some fun. Your hips are alright, your head is fine, and your arm is healed. You’re allowed to have some fun, Kitten. You want me to prove you wrong? Let’s have some fun.”

“I can have fun without drugs.”

“Can you? Because I want you to see the world differently. You have all the possibilities. The world is yours, if you take it.”

“Yeah, because you offer it to me on conditions.”

“Doesn’t matter. That’s your fake morals telling you it’s not okay or less worthy,” he said so convincingly. “Here,” he added, and guided her finger to the beginning of the slightly crumbly powder on what felt cold and slick like a marble surface.

She was rendered speechless for a moment.

“Let go of your morals, Kitten,” he whispered into her ear. “There’s a whole world waiting for you beyond everything you have ever dreamed of. What do you have to lose?”

Maybe it was the last sentence that pushed her over the railing. There was nothing to lose. She had crashed already, so what did it matter? Where did her morals get her? To rock bottom and nowhere.

So she just put one end of the straw in her nose, searched her finger at the other end where the line of cocaine was laid out for her, took one second to drive out the voice telling her how stupid she was, and then sniffed it in.

The feeling of doing it alone was phenomenally freeing. She did something forbidden, something bad, something only for herself.

And then, her entire rhinal system revolted. She had to cough hard as the acid feeling rushed down from her nose through her throat and numbed everything on its way. For a moment, her eyes felt funny, like something pressed on them, accompanied by an icy feeling in her forehead.

Aiden took a line, too, and then grasped her hand to pull her up.

“How does it feel?” he asked.

“My nose and throat hurt,” she said unemotionally.

“I meant that other feeling. The one I saw on your face before you tried to conceal.”

“It’s liberating,” she said as her thoughts quietened, and a feeling of contentment spread through her. A knowing feeling of superiority. Of being limitless. And this time, she loved all about it.

“Good,” he whispered, spun her round, grasped her with his hand around her, and let it wander up her shirt.

Her core burned. With desire. Lust. Heat. Need. There was something in her that went entirely feral. He said all the right things. Gave her all the security she searched for her entire life. All her dreams coming true.

She let her head fall back into his touch. One of his hands closed around her breast, the other around her neck. His hard cock pressed against her back.

“Do you feel how much I want you?” he asked while biting her neck from behind.

“Yes,” she breathed out.

“Good, because I want you to fuck me with a strap-on in my ass,” he said, and she could not believe the words. “Show me my place, Kitten.”

Words did not come to her. Never, ever had she imagined getting asked to do anything filthy like this. Let alone from the one and only Aiden Crane, of all the people in the world.

“One word, Kitten, and the world is yours,” he whispered darkly into her ear.

One word that would make her the villain.

One word with no way back.

One word that was so filthy. So wrong. So fundamentally wrong.

But hell, what did she care in this rush of desire? What did she care about tomorrow when she had everything today? Right now, there were no consequences, no aftermath. It was just this epic feeling of desire. Of being desired. Of doing something forbidden. Of being free of everyone’s expectations. And there was only one answer to it all.

She turned ever so slowly and deliberately.

One hand on his chest to keep him at a distance.

A devilish smirk appeared on her face.

And then she said it.

“Kneel.”

And while he sank to his knees, she bent down to take another line. She needed the feeling of invincibility for what was to come, and damn, did it feel fucking good.

Right now, she played a game with the devil himself and loved everything about it.

“I’m gonna make you my queen,” said Aiden. “You are so fucking mine forever.”

“No,” she said darkly. “You will shut your fucking filthy mouth and only speak when asked.”
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ANNE
PLAYLIST: LANDMINES – BELLSAINT


She let her head fall back so that the raindrops could hit her face. It was such a liberating feeling to clear her mind and have the rain wash away the mess raging through her.

She had never had a crisis in her life. Maybe some rough moments, but nothing that couldn’t have been solved with money or patience—she had both of them. This, now, was different. Her mind was in a different state.

Thoughts flew around, consuming her in a storm of life-altering questions. Never did she have the urge to question why she was here or what her path was. She had a purpose. It had always been clear it would be neurosurgery. The universities had been chosen for her by her Dad, and the residency had been arranged by him as well. Now, he was the one who made the call to enforce her position in New York.

Am I running? she asked herself as Zoe’s words still lingered in her mind. Running to the safety of her Dad’s connections, the net of security he had laid out for her whenever she was about to fall. It was the only thing he had done, but it was enough.

And what is it with Zoe anyway? What the hell is going on between me and her? It can’t be. She’s my patient. Or was. Whatever. All the legal stuff that is about to happen. Crane’s threat. You can’t go down that road, she tried to talk herself out of it.

But what her mind told her was an entirely different thing from what her body felt. Zoe’s touch still lingered with her, her sweet voice, that little smile, the hug. The hug. It had been so awkward, and yet, she wanted more. She wanted to feel her and the warmth she radiated.

Stop it! she shouted at herself in her mind.

She brought her head back up to remove herself from the spot she was standing, but she couldn’t. She stared at the hospital, soaked to the bone. Here and there, cars drove past with water spraying from their tires all over her from puddles on the road, but she couldn’t move.

She knew when she was about to walk into the hospital what was about to happen. Graham would call her in his office to rant about Zoe’s lawyers requesting the files; there would be accusations and harsh language. There would be Homan with his God-complex, trying to make it all her fault. There would be the ever-lingering feeling of running from it. And then there was this other feeling she lately had—the one of being alone.

Shhhhkt. Another car drove past, and the water sprayed over her, and she could not help but let a smile appear on her face. A smile that brought back the power.

“I am no runner,” she told herself before she set off to walk inside. I am just using my advantages. If I were a runner, I would’ve quit and called in sick for the rest of the notice period. But here I am.

“What the hell happened to you?” asked Graham, who apparently waited for her when the elevator opened and she exited with water dripping from her, so much that she left a puddle of water behind.

“It rains,” she said dryly.

“I can see that. Don’t you have an umbrella?”

“I do, but couldn’t find it,” she lied.

“Go get yourself changed, then meet me in my office. We have a problem.”

So, everything was as expected.

She went to the changing room and undressed to put on work clothes. She tried to dry her long hair with a towel, but it was impossible.

She glanced at herself in the mirror for a moment.

Who the hell am I? she asked herself as the person in the mirror looked like a stranger to her.

She had the same haircut for her entire life, and she had always been okay with it. Not today, however. The long brown hair dangled over her shoulders with a heaviness she hadn’t felt before.

And for just one moment, she thought about cutting it off. But in the end, she wouldn’t. Her parents would probably have a heart attack on Christmas if she showed up with short hair. So, she put her hair up in a bun, dried her neck, and then went to the door.

When she reached Graham’s office five minutes later, she could hear him pacing up and down through the closed door.

Entering his office, she saw that the people from legal were there, the board director, as well as Homan, the Physician Assistant who made the notes based on her records. In other words, it was more serious than expected.

“Sit down,” commanded Graham.

She only drew up an eyebrow and didn’t move. “What’s going on?”

“Your patient, Zoe Zane. She’s coming after us,” said Graham.

“What do you mean by coming after us?” she asked, her heart beating faster. Everyone seemed to be slightly nervous, except for Homan, who looked as if he was about to fall asleep from boredom or old age.

“She has star lawyers, one of them is the nastiest of the nastiest. She probably got them through that Crane guy. They requested the files.”

“And?” she asked, as shocked as possible while internally celebrating it.

“And?! And it’ll cost us millions. We went through the records of the operations. They’ll come after Dr. Homan, after the hospital, after you.”

“I’m sorry, but Dr. Homan did make a mistake. I had to put that on record. We have insurance for that.”

She watched Dr. Homan open his mouth, but one of the lawyers from legal was faster.

“We have insurance, money-wise. But from what we read in their request, we will have a bigger issue image-wise,” explained the woman in her really tight female suit. And if she wouldn’t act like an untouchable hawk from above, she would have labeled her very hot. But she did not like people who acted from above. Just like Aiden Crane. Urgh.

“What stated their request?” she asked.

“Here,” said the lawyer, and handed her the request so she could read over it.

“Our firm represents Mrs. Zoe Zane,” she began reading, whispering to herself the essential parts. “…pursuant to all federal and state laws…formally demand the immediate release of the complete, unaltered medical record of our client…including notes, reports, lab results, and recorded data…. Paper and electronic files…without alteration, redaction, or deletion.”

Nothing uncommon so far.

And then she reached the passage the lawyer meant. “Given the public interest and the gravity of the matter, we trust your institution will hereby comply promptly and fully, without the need for further intervention to pursue all legal and public remedies.”

Public remedies. So they’d go public with it.

She had to fight hard to keep a displaced smile from appearing on her face. Whatever Aiden Crane’s faults may be, he had absolutely amazing lawyers.

“It’s a threat,” said the lawyer then. “They’ll go public with it.”

“Oh,” she said. “That’s…unfortunate.”

“Unfortunate?” shouted Graham at her. “We’re done, that is.”

“No,” she said coldly. “You are. I’m leaving in two months.” With it, she turned to leave. The internal smile was everything.

“Anne,” said Graham in a reasoning voice, coming after her with one hand on her shoulder. “You know what Homan brings in. All the research. All the people we help.”

“And? What do you want me to do?” she now rounded on him, hitting his hand away. “Alter the files? Absolutely not. What is going on in my patient’s life? How did we help her?”

“It was a grave mistake, Anne. Mistakes happen. Don’t tell me you never did one,” countered Graham.

“Look at him,” she said, pointing at Homan. “He’s sitting there like a fat fly, knowing it is faster than the swatter. There’s no remorse, no ‘it won’t happen again’. It was his mistake because he felt the need to play egocentric God in my OR. And if someone calls me to a stand in a court, I’ll say exactly that.”

Her words elicited the expected reaction, and Homan got up and shouted at her.

“You filthy brat, growing up under daddy’s wings, you should never have operated on an aneurysm like that without the patient’s consent. I merely fixed what your inexperience messed up.”

And while she wanted to explode, too, she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. She fixed his eyes, breathed in and out for a moment, and only when the immediate anger retracted, she spoke. Calmly, calculating, and solely medically.

“The aneurysm was too big to leave untreated. I have clipped other aneurysms that were way more complicated before. Ruptures happen, you know that, especially in cases like that. You stepped in and acted without authorization. When I bring in a fellow surgeon, I can usually be a hundred percent sure they will be exact and as careful as I am, especially someone experienced as you,” she said calmly but with a clear, dark undertone as anger boiled in her chest. “Let me be very clear. Your need to attack me on a personal level tells me everything. You are scared to get your ass burned, and you should. Your ego cost a woman her sight. You should be ashamed. But instead, you try to blame it on me, because to you, women are below you. I will not let that happen. We all know who it was, and if you try to alter any of the files, I’ll have all your asses for it.”

She turned and walked. Not too fast until she was around the corner. There she slipped into a supply room, closed the door with a shaking hand before tears streamed down her cheeks.

They just flooded out of her because she hated to be authoritative with other people. Maybe because her parents were always those people high above, and whenever she expressed her opinion and rebelled, she was crushed in the first attempt. So, today, whenever she had to stand her ground, tears would inevitably follow.

It took her several minutes to calm down. Before she left the room, she checked her mascara with the camera app of her phone, flattened her clothes, and drew herself up to her confident self. She had after all patients to take care of.

She walked to the elevator and took it down to the ICU, where she had two patients to visit. When she walked up to the separate wing on the designated level, she swiped her card over the reader to enter. Only it did not open.

What the fuck.

It took a moment until it dawned on her what had happened. Her mind went blank immediately.

She slipped into the next empty room she could find, a waiting area to the ICU. But as visitors were not allowed at this time of day, no one was there.

She fumbled out her phone; there was only one thing she could do.

“Dad?” she asked as the call was finally answered.

“He’s operating,” said a young man’s insecure voice. Probably an intern.

“I need to talk to him, right now. Tell him it’s his daughter, and if no one’s bleeding to death right now, I need to talk to him. This is an emergency.”

Her hand was shaking as she couldn’t think properly.

“Dr. Charleston, it’s your daughter. An emergency,” said the intern.

“Hold the phone to my ear,” she heard her Dad say from further away.

There was some rummaging and mental clunking before she heard her Dad’s voice.

“What is it, Pumpkin?”

“Graham called me in his office this morning. Legal and board were there, it’s about the neuro case with the vision loss I told you about. They requested the files and kinda threatened the hospital that they’d go public with it. And the hospital, they’re trying to pin it on me. I told them off, and now they pulled my clearance without warning. I think they’re gonna alter the files. What do I do, Dad?”

There was a moment of pause. She heard some suction and the sound of metal being placed onto a tray.

“Who was in the meeting?” asked her Dad then.

“Graham, Homan, legal team, board director, the PA who made my notes.”

“There’s no reason to have the PA there if you wanna keep everything clean,” said her Dad then. “What was your first instinct?”

“I—” she began, but paused. Because her first instinct was to run and hide, something she could never tell her dad. “I think I’d tell my patient’s lawyers in advance that I expect falsifications.”

“I’d do the very same. Put the hospital in a position of proof; if records are altered, they will go after the hospital for it. It’ll blow up in their faces because the hospital then has to justify the authenticity and prove they weren’t tampered with.”

“Can I call our lawyers for support?”

“Of course, Pumpkin. I’ll be out of surgery in about two hours if all goes well. I’ll set up an appointment.”

“Thanks, Dad,” she said. “Hear you later.”

“Yes, laters,” he answered, before she hung up.

Three deep breaths in and out later, she felt ready to do what had to be done.

She took the elevator to the floor with Graham’s office. The door was open, and she walked in without knocking.

“I wouldn’t go down that road,” she said and threw her card on his desk.

“Here’s your letter of termination,” he said without looking at her. “You’re fired, effective immediately. We’ll, of course, pay you until the end of your notice period; it’s all fixed in there.”

She took the letter from him without another word and left. If she learned one thing, it was never to use too many words in situations like these, because they could all be used against her if it came to it.

“Anne,” he called after her, and she turned. “I’m sorry to see things go this way.”

“I’m not,” she answered and walked away.

It took her five minutes to grab all her stuff, and half an hour later, after many sad goodbyes with shocked colleagues, she stepped outside without looking back. It was still pouring from the sky, but she didn’t care.

She walked over to her house and to the car she rarely used. In there, she dialed.

“Crane’s office,” answered a female voice.

“This is Dr. Anne Charleston, and I need to speak to Mr. Crane immediately.”

“He’s in a meeting right now.”

“It’s essential,” she insisted.

“If it’s not a life or death situation—,” began the assistant, but she interrupted.

“It is a matter of right now or everything will go to crap,” she said harshly. “Tell him it’s about Zoe; he will want to hear about it.”

The assistant breathed in and out in a very annoyed tone, but acted nevertheless.

“Wait a moment.”

The moment seemed to be endless. She counted the seconds running onwards, and when she reached two hundred and forty-two, she finally heard something.

“I’m forwarding the call,” said the assistant.

“This better be very important,” growled Aiden Crane through the speaker.

“It is,” she said and retold the story of what happened. “I am fairly certain they try to alter the files. You need to have your lawyers get them now or go after them for alteration.”

A pause.

“Thank you for letting us know,” said Aiden dismissively and hung up.

What the fuck?!

“Are you fucking serious?” she cursed out loud. “I risk everything for her, and you hang up?”

She was so mad right this moment that she boxed the stirring wheel.

Then, she decided to drive. To get her mind off things and question her life.

What the hell did I do? She asked herself again and again. If not for her desire for justice, she could’ve just let it bury itself. Now it could all backfire on her. Her reputation. What if New York doesn’t want me anymore after this hits the media? What if⁠—

“No,” she told herself. “No what-if game.”

She was driving mindlessly through San Francisco, unaware of where she was, when her phone rang. It was an unknown number, and while she hated to answer calls from numbers she did not know, she thought it might be Aiden or his lawyers. Or her Dad’s lawyers.

“Charleston,” she answered the call.

“Anne,” said her soft voice that immediately caused a fluttery feeling in her stomach, “It’s me, Zoe. Zoe Zane.”

“How did you get my number?” she asked, perplexed.

“Aiden. You called him, I forced him to give it to me,” said Zoe with a chuckle that made her smile.

“You must be very persuasive,” she answered, grinning like an idiot.

“Apparently I am,” answered Zoe with an audible grin. “Also, it’s the first call I made by myself.”

“Congratulations,” she said. “So you’re alone?”

“Yeah, Aiden is in New York. He called and told me what you told him.”

“He was a total douchebag; he ended the call without saying anything other than thank you.”

“That’s why I am calling,” said Zoe in a soft, silk-like tone. “I can’t tell you how grateful I am for what you did. I am so sorry you’re being pulled into that shit. The lawyers are going to a judge right now for an emergency motion for…I think they said preservation of evidence, meaning to freeze their systems.”

“Wow, that’s fast,” she said, but was glad her immediate action did at least do some good.

“Thanks to you,” said Zoe.

“I’m glad I could help,” she answered, as things got awkward again. There was a silence way too long before Zoe spoke again.

“I–um–wondered if you’d like to come over for a cup of tea, maybe—or coffee, we have coffee, of course,” she asked with a nervous voice and added, “To discuss strategy and everything.”

“Uhm—you think that’s wise?” she asked, having in mind the words Aiden had sent her off with last time.

“I don’t think it matters much at this point. The lawyers will file your intel anyway with the judge, won’t they?”

Lawyers. Of course. She thinks it’s because of the case and the lawyers, not because of Aiden.

“Yeah, I suppose so,” she said hesitantly.

“You don’t have to, of course,” said Zoe quickly, withdrawing slightly. “It was just a stupid idea. You probably have better things to do.”

“No, it’s—I’m already driving, I have nothing to do. I can come around.” It dawned on her that Zoe might also be very lonely with Aiden gone and no one around.

“Yeah?” asked Zoe carefully.

“Yeah. Be there in…hang on…twenty. Make sure the bulldog opens the gate for me. I’m pretty sure he was advised not to let me in.”

“I don’t think so,” said Zoe, laughing.

“I’m sure,” she answered with a chuckle. “Aiden openly hates me.”

“He hates everyone,” said Zoe dryly, still laughing under her breath; they both did. And just like that, everything felt a bit lighter.
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ZOE
PLAYLIST: WINGS – BIRDY


Okay, I can do this, she pep-talked herself at the top of the stairs. It was the first time she would go down all by herself after an incident two weeks ago, where she almost killed not only herself but Aiden, too, by missing the first step and tumbling down the stairs. Since then, she had kept well clear of doing stairs without guidance.

Aiden had hired an assistant, but it had made her feel even worse, and they had ultimately decided it wouldn’t work out—she was too self-sufficient.

Now, however, she had to do it herself.

She didn’t know she had held her breath until she reached the first step and safely grasped the railing. With her hand gliding over the cold metal railing, she managed to take one step after the other. The first flight. And then the second.

Reaching the downstairs floor, a smile hushed over her face, because she had managed it. All by herself.

And now what? Is anyone here anyway? I can’t hear anyone.

Usually, the housekeeper was her, and she was pretty sure that she did not leave her here unprotected.

“Hello?” she asked into the nothingness. “Anybody here?”

But no one answered.

Huh.

“Hey Phone, what time do we have?” she asked her phone.

“It’s one thirteen,” answered her voice.

So she had seventeen more minutes to figure out how to open the door and the gate. She trailed her hands along the wall, retraced her steps to the entrance, and while she found it, there was no door opener.

“Urgh,” she cursed. “Can’t you rich people use keys like normal people?”

Her phone rang, announcing an incoming call from Aiden.

“What are you up to, Kitten?”

So, he’s watching me. Or has someone watching me?

“Anne is coming over, and I wanted to open the door, which is apparently impossible.”

“Why is she coming over?” asked Aiden with a strange undertone.

“I invited her to talk strategy after what happened this morning. Also, I could use some company. My head is about to burst if I’m here one more day without human contact.”

There was a moment of silence.

“To your left, roughly at the height of your chest, push the wall,” he directed her.

“Are you watching me?” she asked while figuring out where the wall was.

“Yes, there are cameras in the entrance. Higher, to the left, bit further. Yes, there. Press.”

“Are there more cameras?”

“Yeah. But only downstairs, on all possible breach points.”

At least he isn’t a stalking creep with cameras in the bath- and bedroom.

There was an almost inaudible whirring noise. Exploring what was happening there with her hand, a small drawer came out of the wall. In it were several car keys, chip cards, and—a gun.

“Seriously?” she asked and held up the gun.

“Seriously. I had to use it once already.”

“Meaning?”

“Meaning someone tried to break into my house, and I had to protect myself.”

His words sent a sinking feeling through her.

“Is that likely to happen again? I’m here all alone, ain’t I?”

“Unlikely, as my security is now way better, and no, you’re not alone. I’d never.”

It was almost sweet if she didn’t know better.

“But where is everyone? I asked if someone’s there⁠—”

“You can do stuff on your own, Kitten. You managed the stairs alone, because you had to, didn’t you? But when it comes to it, there’s always someone there. I’d never leave you alone.”

He’d never leave me alone. His words caressed over her hurt soul like silk.

It was weirdly calming to know he let her do things with a protection net. Once more, she was stunned by the man who didn’t fit in any box. The walking ambivalence. Light and darkness in one. Both extremes crashing into each other.

“Thanks,” she said, because her mind was still stuck on trying to understand him.

“I gotta get back to my meeting,” he said. “There is a round chip, you can open everything with it, door and gate.”

“This?” she asked and held it up for him to see through the camera.

“Yep,” he said. “Have fun, Kitten. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

“Is there anything you wouldn’t do?” she asked sarcastically.

“Not much, no,” he answered with an audible grin and hung up.

A soft snort left her throat before she prepared for what had to be done.

Okay, door.

Her heart pounded so fast, she felt like it would jump out of her chest any minute. It was her newly won freedom, while she also knew there would be more steps, including finding the gate and navigating to it without any incident.

Stepping outside, a soft breeze caressed her skin. Breathing it in felt wonderfully liberating, if it weren’t for the overwhelming feeling that spread through her body, trying to convince her to go back inside.

You’re not alone. If it comes to it, someone is here, she calmed herself down.

She managed the stairs down, and then she was lost. She had arrived in the car with Aiden and had no clue where the gate was.

“Damn,” she cursed.

Think. What can you do? Right this moment, she hated herself for refusing the white cane. But she just couldn’t. Not right now at least. Her own ego kept her from using it, and now she felt the consequences once more.

She kneeled and felt the ground around her. Separated by different, rougher brick stones was a path leading down to somewhere, and she just hoped it would be to the gate.

“Okay, you can do this,” she told herself and put one foot in front of the other, tracing the brick stones that felt slightly different. To her right were slick brickstones; to the left, small round stones, indicating a bed.

Every time she slightly slipped off the pathway, the small stones crushed under her feet, and she felt a brief sinking, until she corrected her step.

It happened more often than she’d like, but for balancing on slim, rough, brick stones without her sight, she did well, at least she told herself as much.

After what must’ve been at least five minutes, she finally reached the gate. She had no idea how far the distance was, as she had focused on putting one step in front of the other.

I made it.

I. Made. It.

Warmth of pride washed through her.

Someone walked up to the gate from the other side, and suddenly her heart pounded fast again.

“Anne?” she asked carefully.

“Yes. You’re here,” said Anne with an elated voice.

“I am. Figuring out how to open the gate. Hang on.”

Her hands wandered over the gate, the chip in her hand, but it just wouldn’t open.

“I think Aiden had his hand somewhere on the right when he let me out last time,” said Anne.

“He walked you out?”

“He did,” said Anne dryly.

She tried the chip to her right, and finally, the gate whirred open. The whirring stopped the moment she removed her hand.

“Hi,” said Anne.

“Hi,” she said back. It was an awkward moment, where she didn’t know what to do. Her mind was completely blank.

“May I come in?” asked Anne.

“Yes,” she gasped out and moved to the side, “of course, sorry.”

And then something unexpected happened.

“You can be so proud of yourself to come down here on your own,” said Anne, and hugged her.

It went just one tiny second too long, and she was taken slightly aback. Not because it was bad, but because she hadn’t expected it. She was generally not much of a hugging person, and with Anne—it was all so weird.

“Too much?” asked Anne and let go of her.

“I—no, maybe. Didn’t expect it.”

“Sorry,” said Anne. “I grew up in a household with many social gatherings and a lot of superficial hugging. I just do it automatically at this point.”

So this is superficial?

“Sounds exhausting,” she answered with a smirk.

“It was, still is.”

“So your parents live close by?” she asked, trying for some small talk she was no good at.

“L.A., but my Dad is usually in Palo Alto; he’s head of the neurosurgery department at Stanford.”

“Oh,” was the only thing coming out of her mouth, because it was so far from the reality she grew up in.

“No worries,” said Anne with a laugh, “I’m not a snob.”

“I didn’t think that.”

“You did, I saw it. People always react like this.”

“I can assure you, I didn’t think you’re a snob,” she said. “It’s just, hearing it made me envy you. I grew up in a trailer park with an OD’d mom and drunken dad, my reality is just so different, and I always had this dream of a perfect family, where my Dad would be⁠—”

But whatever it was, it got lost, because Anne grasped her hand.

“Let’s go inside,” Anne said. “And I can disillusion you a bit. Because growing up like this isn’t all sunshine and roses.”

Her touch. A fluttery feeling rushed through her.

“So no silver spoon, you say?” she asked as Anne walked with her up the pathway to the house.

“Even a silver spoon can starve you,” said Anne silently. “I had everything growing up, except my parents’ presence. My Dad was always gone, becoming the best neurosurgeon in the world, my mother is the renowned Dr. Oberhoff-Charleston. She’s usually everywhere but home, except for the societal stuff.”

“I have never heard of her,” she said blatantly, which made Anne chuckle.

“You’re probably the only person in the entire country who doesn’t. She’s in plastics, and she’s doing all the VIPs.”

“I wouldn’t know. I don’t get why people do plastic surgery.”

They reached the door, which made her realize she hadn’t even noticed them walking up the stairs.

“Plastic is not only the elective stuff,” said Anne. “There are burn victims, gender dysphoria, and many other things that can be treated with it. But I agree, the VIP stuff is usually societally pressured.”

“I don’t get why we can’t just let people, foremost women, age in peace,” she said while trying to open the door to the house by sliding the chip over every possible place.

“Because we live in patriarchy and there’s so much to earn with women not feeling worthy,” answered Anne, who grasped her hand and held it to a spot on the wall.

Anne’s words activated her currently understimulated mind. It wasn’t that she didn’t talk with Aiden about deep stuff or that she didn’t have anything new to learn; she had. Learning Braille was hard; doing so alone was even harder. But she longed for talks that moved her.

Talking to Aiden was like talking to the devil capitalist himself. He had no aim to make the world a better place, because he loved capitalism and was convinced that humans were beyond help and, by nature, evil. Her opinion differed there as much as possible, which made it so unstimulating.

“Exactly,” she said and grinned. Not because the door opened, but because she had found someone to exchange like-minded thoughts with.

Suddenly, the conversation with Anne was easy. They talked. And talked. And talked. The afternoon flew by, and it was only when Anne’s phone rang, apparently her father, that she realized how late it was, and that they had talked about everything but strategy.

It was weird listening to Anne talk to her father. It was like she stepped into a role, a different person. The confident woman became a little girl, and it amazed her—or not, because apparently, everyone had issues with their parents. Even when you grew up with a silver spoon.

“I gotta leave,” said Anne. “My dad—meeting with our lawyers.” With it, the magic of the afternoon between them faded.

“Makes sense,” she answered. “Aiden lawyers will wreck down anything from what I heard.”

“I’m so sorry about everything with Homan. I should’ve known better,” said Anne with guilt in her voice.

“No,” she said while getting up from the couch area. “He should’ve known better. Don’t make an old dudes mistakes, yours.”

Anne squeezed her hand for a moment before they walked to the door and all the way down to the gate in silence.

“You made so much progress,” said Anne when they reached the gate. It was something she didn’t see herself. She saw only all the things she didn’t manage to do.

“Thank you,” she said, a smile appearing on her face.

“Focus on the good stuff,” said Anne and hugged her again, whispering in her ear. “You smiled so much today, it made me so happy to see.”

She had no clue what to answer that, so she just hugged her back and said, “I’m glad you came over. It was really nice.”

When they let go, things got awkward again. She had no clue what to say, and Anne apparently didn’t either.

“I guess we’ll be in touch then,” she said to fill the silence.

“I guess,” said Anne hesitantly. “I’ll let you know what my lawyers said.”

“Yes, please.”

There was a moment of silence, where she felt Anne wanted to say something, but didn’t. So, she opened the gate and Anne slipped through.

“Thank you for the talks,” said Anne. “See you.”

“Bye,” she answered, realizing she was about to be alone again now. Moments passed, and then she heard the footsteps leaving.

While the gate whirred closed, she stood there with her realization. It was cold, probably night already, and she didn’t want to be alone. The afternoon had been so wonderful. It had felt like she had a friend, and now she was back to her usual self.

Here she was, lonely. Like always. Others went to their families, to their friends, and she was all here, separated. In a house that wasn’t hers, with a man who seemed to be a devil without disguise. Not even his words from before could quieten the storm it caused in her. What did it matter if someone was here, but she was still all alone?

It was like she was back to square one, only without her sight.

A shudder ran over her back from the low temperature before she was able to move away from her racing mind.

With a heavy heart, she made her way inside. When she closed the door behind her, the silence of the house overwhelmed her. What had been filled with laughter and elated talks was now so silent that she could hear her own heartbeat in her body.

She walked carefully over to the sitting area in the living room, climbed into it, grabbed a blanket, and cuddled herself into it, a tear running down her cheek.

Anne’s vanilla scent still lingered over her.

She should be happier right now. She had a man who took care of her, even if he was a villain. He did not care about money and ultimately changed her life for the better. She had great food all day long, food she didn’t even have to prepare herself. Whatever she needed was always there. All the doors were open to her. She had everything. Except for human contact. But then, she loved being on her own. So, why couldn’t she be happy? Why was her mind obsessing about the fact that she felt so lonely deep down?

Behind her, the second hand of a clock ticked relentlessly, counting the time passing with glee, rubbing the senselessness of her existence under her nose.

It was this moment, where, for the first time, she understood what Aiden meant when he said being super wealthy was a lonely place to be in.
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ANNE
PLAYLIST: DODGED A BULLET – GREG LASWELL


Walking away was hard. Especially when she was walking away from the person with a laugh that went straight to her soul. A person who had the same worldviews as her. A person who had not only a subtle humor but was straightforward, kind, intelligent, and sweet.

But she had to.

She’s my patient, she told herself. I have to walk away. The legal battle on the horizon. Aiden Crane, who threatened to have me removed. And besides all of that, I don’t even know if she’s into girls. I’ve sworn myself to never date a girl in her find-out-phase again.

There were a million reasons to walk away, and only one to stay: Her.

Damn, she cursed in her mind as she brushed over her lips with her thumb. How would it feel kissing her? She had those beautiful, naturally full lips that smiled at her in her mind.

I gotta get my mind off her, she told herself and got her phone out, dialing her Dad.

“Where are you, Pumpkin?” asked her Dad.

“On my way home,” she said while stopping in her tracks. Fuck, I came by car. She had completely forgotten she had come by car.

“Head down to Palo, we’re taking the helicopter to L.A.. Your mother will be joining us for dinner to make a plan.”

“You called her?” she asked with an eye roll as a knot appeared in her throat. There was a reason she had called her Dad and not her mother. Now she’d get the full lecture on how she fucked up, including the shame.

“Yes, I did, she knows Graham, they did their residency together. Also, she’s in the state for a rare twenty-eight hours, for some consultation.”

“I’d rather have her be in Dubai,” she said coldly.

“Pumpkin,” said her Dad warningly.

“I know, Dad,” she said with a sigh, and instead of telling him he shouldn’t have called her mother then, she said, “I’ll be on my best behavior. We won’t have a second Thanksgiving.”

It had been Thanksgiving four years ago, when her mother had a total freakout about her daughter's audacity in turning down an offer from a clinic in the Middle East, where she had many clients and worked most of the time. But she had no interest whatsoever in living in the Middle East. Travel, yes, but living there as a lesbian? Not knowing the language? Absolutely not. She was also pretty sure it was her mother’s attempt to get her married to a man. While her father had no issues with her dating girls, her mother took it wholeheartedly and rejected her for it, and Thanksgiving that year had escalated it.

So, there had been a 30-minute shouting match, which ended with her mother threatening to remove her from her will and cut off her trust fund. It was the first time she contradicted her mother and challenged her to do it. The result was that her mother had gotten up and left without a word, flying out early to her next consultation. Her father and she had gotten drunk that night with some old bottles of wine he brought years ago from France. Her Dad, who loved harmony, had been silently angry at both of them for several weeks.

“Good,” said her Dad. “When’s your ETA?”

“Give me an hour. Need to grab some stuff first.” Meaning, she needed to change into something different for meeting her mother, otherwise she’d have the next criticism to await.

“Alrighty,” said her Dad cheerfully. He was always happy to see her on those rare occasions. And while she loved her dad, she knew more about her nanny back then than she did about him. He was a surgeon first, and then a Dad. Her mother was only a surgeon. She had a kid because it was societally expected, as she had made it clear to her many times in her life. But in the end, she couldn’t change her parents.

They gave me my life, she told herself, and she was grateful for that. She got to help thousands of people, and that’s what she focused on.

When she arrived at her Dad’s estate an hour later, she parked her car and walked straight to the helipad. He was big on punctuality, and it was five minutes before the estimated time that she climbed into the helicopter with him.

“Hi, Dad,” she said, hugged him, and gave him a cheek kiss.

“You look tired,” he said.

“Thanks for the flowers,” she said sarcastically.

“You know what I mean, Pumpkin.”

“I do,” she said, not to start a discussion right now, and put on the headset. Her Dad then raised the throttle, causing the rotor blades to blur. Everything began to vibrate, making her anticipation grow. She loved flying a helicopter, especially with her dad, who occasionally flew some fun maneuvers. They both loved everything adrenaline.

They flew in silence until Los Angeles came in sight.

“How’s Jo by the way?” asked her Dad out of the blue.

“She’s good, we’re good.”

“Are you still a thing then?”

“No, we’re just good friends. She’s dating, I suppose.”

“And you? Anyone?”

And just like that, her heart raced, resulting in her blushing cheeks.

“I—” she began, but broke off.

“So there’s some?”

“I don’t know, Dad. It’s complicated.”

“Love always is,” he said, and added with a chuckle, “I know a thing or two about that.”

“Yeah,” she said and barked out a laugh. Loving her mother was probably the hardest thing in the world.

“Tell me about her,” asked her Dad.

She eyed him for a moment, determining if she should even talk about it.

“She’s—well was, a patient, it’s complicated. I’m not dating her. I don’t even know she’s into girls,” she said carefully, before words poured out of her mouth. “She has this laugh, one that makes you laugh. Her smile warms my heart. We can talk for hours about everything. She’s so intelligent, a scientist who worked on malignant cell detection through the use of AI. And she’s beautiful, kind-hearted, and her scent, she smells like walking through lavender fields with—” She broke off as she saw her Dad’s wide smile.

“Sounds like a one in a million,” he said.

“She is,” she said while getting lost in her mind, Zoe’s laugh still resounding in her head. “But she’s a patient.”

“You don’t work for the clinic anymore,” said her Dad. “Who cares?”

“AMA? You know what they state about it, even with a former patient. Also, she’s taken. She might not be into girls.” She repeated it more to remind herself.

“Sounds like you found all the reasons to run away from what you desire.”

“I’m not running away,” she said defiantly, rolling back her shoulders to remove the uncomfortable feeling. Why is everyone telling me I am running away? “I’m just reasonable.”

“Love is not reasonable. If it were, your mother and I wouldn’t have lasted a week.”

It was probably the most honest conversation she had ever had with her Dad.

“Why don’t you just ask her what she feels? If she doesn’t, you can walk away in peace, and if she does feel something, you can figure it out together?”

How easy it sounded in his words. Just ask. Talk about it. It was the rational thing to do. But emotionally? All the consequences?

“What’s her name?” he asked.

Her mouth tugged into a smile just thinking of her name. And without thinking it over, she said, “Zoe.”

The moment it had come over her lips, a sinking feeling appeared in her stomach. She shouldn’t have said it. They are meeting with the lawyers. Talk about the case. And if not now, when Zoe and Aiden were about to go public with it, her Dad would make the connections.

So much about all the consequences.
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ZOE
PLAYLIST: CRAZY IN LOVE – SOFIA KARLBERG


Apparently, she had fallen asleep in the sitting area, because when she woke, it was with her head resting on its nest-like upholstery. A hand caressed her hair.

“Hey, Kitten,” said Aiden, and the consuming heaviness lifted from her chest momentarily.

“Hey, too,” she answered, half asleep, with a hurting back. “You’re back.”

“I thought I would,” he said. “My people are doing the rest in New York.”

“Why did you come early?” she asked, as he was supposed to be gone until Tuesday.

“It looked like you could use some company,” he said.

“It’s lonely here,” she said and curled herself into him.

“I know,” he said silently. “That’s why I brought you something.”

She straightened up by pushing her arm against his chest. What could he possibly bring her that would make her feel less lonely?

“You wanna see it?”

“Yeah, of course.”

They both got up, and Aiden held out a hand for her to take. He guided her to a room she hadn’t been in yet, to the left. She heard there was someone else in the room because of the commotion.

Was that a⁠—

“I want you to meet Alice,” said Aiden, and guided her hand down.

Suddenly, a wet nose touched her hand.

No fucking way, she thought as her heart began to pound really fast as she explored the soft dog, now licking her hand.

“Hi Zoe,” said a male voice she didn’t recognize. “I’m Simon, and I’m Alice’s trainer. She’s a service dog, and we’re here to determine if you two are a good fit.”

“I—Oh my god, Aiden,” she stammered and let herself sink into a kneeling position to say hi to the dog.

“Hi, sweet girl,” she said as she cuddled Alice, who wagged her tail and tried to come as close as possible. Suddenly, everything around her was gone. There was just her and Alice, the dog.

From what she could feel with her hands, Alice was probably a Golden Retriever. She had longer, very soft fur, a wide head, super-soft hanging ears, and big paws, one of which Alice put on her forearm.

It took her exactly five seconds, and she was on the floor, cuddling with the dog that, within those few moments, meant the world to her. She had no words for what she felt right now. Something between pure delight, happiness, and excitement, mixed with a gratefulness towards Aiden, she could not express with words.

She loved animals from the bottom of her soul and wanted a dog forever, but she never had the resources to give one a home. She was gone all day, traveling a lot, and it just wouldn’t have been fair. And now, just like that, she’d have one.

Alice. What a beautiful name for a dog.

A tear of happiness ran down her cheek.

“You’re such a sweet girl,” she said to Alice, who turned and brushed back and forth against her in an attempt to move as close to her as possible.

“Looks like a good fit to me,” said Aiden above her, reminding her that there were still other people in the room with her.

“Alice is a wonderful dog,” said the trainer—what was his name? “Let’s see how you two work together.”

“Sorry,” she said, getting up. “I didn’t even say hello to you—I was distracted,—um⁠—”

“Simon,” he said to answer her question. “That’s alright, this is about you and Alice, not me. I’d like to tell you a bit about Alice and the process.”

“I’d love that,” she answered, beaming slightly. She could feel her cheeks burn from the excitement.

The trainer told them all about the process of acclimating a service dog to her, that it would take some weeks, and that they’d train together to navigate the world inside as much as outside. She’d learn all the commands and also how to listen to Alice, while Alice would get to know her.

She’d be able to help with challenges like stairs, finding stuff, crossing roads, and navigating. Warmth spread through her because Alice meant freedom. She’d be able to do things. Get out of her head. She’d have a companion, one that was sweeter than any human on this planet.

“See you tomorrow,” said Simon when he left. They had worked out a schedule that meant Alice would stay with her after week one. Until then, they’d meet for daily sessions.

The door closed, and for a moment, she just stood there. She still couldn’t believe what was happening.

I’m going to have a dog. A real dog. A dog that’ll help me.

“Aiden,” she said as more happy tears found their way down her face. “Thank you. Thank you so much. I don’t have the words right now for what this means to me.”

He grasped her hand, and she then fell around his neck in a hug, in which she tried to put in as much gratitude as possible.

“How about we celebrate a bit?” he asked silently with a longing undertone in his voice, while wandering with his hands over her body.

Her body stiffened slightly the moment he had said it. Or maybe it wasn’t his words, but his touch–the one that implied he wanted her.

“What do you have in mind?” she asked.

“Let’s drink something, I have champagne in the fridge, let’s get high, dance, fuck, I wanna come in you.” With his last words, his hand wandered between her legs as he caressed her with his lips and warm breath over her neck.

What started good now felt like a tradeoff. He gave her something, and therefore she had to give him something in return; that’s what it was.

“Is that why you got me the dog? To use it to come in me?” she asked, taken aback.

“Nope,” he said darkly. “I don’t need a dog to come in you. If I want, I’ll just do.”

At this point, she’d rather have him say yes to her question. It would’ve been alright, but he had decided to go for the major boundary crossing.

“Why get me the dog then?” she asked while putting a hand on his chest to keep him at a distance. “If I’m your slave anyway, why treat me nice?”

Instead of answering her question, he pulled himself closer to lean in on her. His prepossessing scent of old oak and something flowery rolled over her with it. “Do you have any idea how much you turn me on right now?”

“Gods, you’re fucked up,” she said in aversion.

“I know. That’s why we’re such a good fit.” With it, he licked over her neck.

It was disgusting, boundary-crossing, and fucking arousing.

“Come on, Kitten. Let’s have some fun. Turn off your mind, and just be.”

He pulled her into the living room area with the couch, where he turned on the music. The song was as delusional as she was, something half techno, half caught up in a dream on drugs. And when he started moving himself against her to animate her to join him, his hands wandering over her body, she gave in.

He guided her at first by holding her close until he let her be on her own. It was the weirdest feeling to dance without her sight. There were several moments where fear took over because she was scared of stumbling into the leveled sitting area, but Aiden was always there to reassure her. One hand, one touch, one breath.

“Come,” he said after a while behind her, gripping her. “Time to celebrate properly.”

He pulled her into the kitchen.

Suddenly, a loud bang resounded through the room. She shrieked, only to realize he had opened the bottle of champagne.

A glass in her hand.

One sip of prickling delight.

She had never tasted anything like it.

Then she heard the plastic-sounding chopping sound.

Her body was already waiting for the sensation of freedom. And when Aiden gave her the small metallic straw, showing her where the plate was, she didn’t give a fuck about his reasons for giving her the dog anymore.

Three seconds of pain in her nose and throat, before the liberating warmth of power spread through her. Gone were all the concerns, her morals, all the thoughts telling her what was right and wrong. What was there was the grandiosity, and because it was there, she switched the straw into her other nostril to do a second line.

Aiden stood next to her where she sat at the table. When she leaned back from the sensation in her brain, something just stopped working in her mind, and she turned to him.

She let her one hand trail over his leg, and with one fast movement, she grasped him by the belt to pull him close.

“Open your pants,” she said to him, while his breathing became faster. Heat burned through her core, and all she wanted was to suck his cock and then fuck with him. The moment her rambling thoughts had stopped, there was only desire left. Heated, consuming desire demanding carnal release.

The sound of the opened zipper in her ears was followed by the scent of his cock trailing up her nose as she slid down on the floor to her knees.

Without waiting, she grasped his hard cock by the shaft, slowly moving her firmly closed hand up and down before she trailed with her tongue around his crown. He was just as heated as she was because that’s what cocaine did to a person. She had once written an article about amphetamine use and how reckless it made a person, but all her knowledge didn’t matter.

She had turned her mind off because she wanted reckless right now.

And with it, she closed her lips around his cock.

She moved her lips down his shaft several times, slowly and deliberately, until his tip reached her throat. Every time he hit the throat, he moaned in a praising way, pushing her to new limits.

Her movements got faster, her lips closing harder around him, and when his moans filled the room, she grasped his balls, massaged them softly, and instead of pulling back when the tip of his cock reached her throat, she pushed it further in.

Whatever inner sex goddess she was channeling, she didn’t know. All she knew was that this probably was the hottest blow job she had ever given. She got so aroused by it herself that she rolled her hips and imagined being filled by his cock.

Suddenly, he grasped her hair on the top of her head by the roots with one hand and caged her jaw with the other. Without warning, he thrust in her, hard. Deep. Fast. While holding her head steady. All she could do was give in as he pushed her head slightly back to straighten her throat. She just relaxed her body as much as her throat and let him use her, hammering in her throat until she didn’t know where up and down were anymore.

Maybe there was air, maybe there wasn’t. She couldn’t feel her body any longer, and it was exactly what she needed.

There was just this carnal arousal of endless pleasure consuming her. Infiltrating all of her.

And then his cock pulsated in her mouth just before he exploded in it.

For endless, undefinable moments, they just stayed frozen in the supernatural limbo of desire. But she was nowhere near done. So, she softly licked over his cock when she removed her mouth from it, got up, and kissed him with her tongue.

“Fuck me, pet,” she ordered him then. “You will not come again until you made me come twice.”

His lips parted into a smile against hers.

“You want a reason why I gave you the dog?” he asked, still audibly smiling while he opened her pants. “This is the reason.”

In her delusional state of lust and cocaine rushing through her system, his words were processed differently. “So you gave me the dog, because you—what? Like what I do with you, and because you like me?”

A chuckle left him, and he spun her around.

“If you label the deepest desire for a person because she is so liberating, reckless, and in for any dark desire I have as liking,” he answered darkly from behind her, while one of his arms grasped around her. “Then, yes,” he said and entered her hard from behind. “I like you.”
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ANNE
PLAYLIST: RAVE – ESKEI83, DRUNKEN MASTERS, GUNJAH


The door to her house fell closed with a satisfying, final thud while she sank to the floor with her back against it. The last six hours were probably the most exhausting she had had in her entire life. She would’ve switched those six hours with a forty-eight-hour shift alone in the hospital as an intern.

There was a reason she tried to stay as far away from her mother as possible, and tonight’s events reinforced the aim by a thousand percent.

“Gods, how I hate her!” She cursed out into the empty entrance.

She had just gotten back; it was in the middle of the night, but she had to get back home. No way in hell she would’ve stayed in L.A. any longer. She couldn’t even tell if it was exhaustion, anger, or the pain of her mother’s words that made her feel like shit. Probably all three.

She hadn’t changed a word with her father on her way back; he knew very well what was going on in her, but he also learned not to trigger her any further. The worst of it was that he had decided to take her mother’s side instead of protecting her from the speech she had gotten.

I shouldn’t have gone there, she cursed at herself. Shall she disinherit me, I don’t fucking care. I will not have that again.

The anger at her unmotherly mother made her get up and walk into the kitchen to get a bottle of wine. She didn’t give a fuck about anything right now, and out of sole spite, she just drank the $300 wine directly out of the bottle.

Was it stupid? Yes. Did her mother see it? No. But she did it anyway. The anger affected her so much that she didn’t care about anything right now.

She was in the mood to tell her Dad what an idiot he was to stay married to that woman. She would tell Zoe how stupid she was to be with Aiden. She would tell Aiden to fuck off. She would tell Jo that she still wanted to be with her. She would do all the stupid things.

She would.

But didn’t.

And because she didn’t, she drank over-expensive wine from the bottle. The only rebellious act she was able to enforce.

What a pathetic idiot I am, she told herself. It has been a long while since she had spoken to herself like this. Probably not since she was a teenager. It was her mother who had this effect on her. Since she left for university and was out of her mother’s direct influence, she had learned to redirect thoughts like that. Whatever happened, happened for a reason. There was always good in the bad, a chance to grow.

For a moment, she thought about whatever it was this evening could have taught her, until it dawned on her.

“I gotta stand up for myself,” she stated out loud. “I gotta stand up for what I want.”

And maybe it was the alcohol heating her body and bedazzling her mind, but when she picked up her phone, she did not care if she’d fall. She was Dr. Anne Charleston, the youngest attending neurosurgeon in the country, one of the best there is. And if her mother couldn’t see her value, she could take her trust and fuck off.

The phone rang.

“What happened?” asked Jo on the other end of the line.

“Nothing,” she lied. “I wanna drink, party hard, and have sex, are you in?”

There was a moment of silence before Jo said, “Yeah.”

“Good, pick you up in thirty,” she said and hung up, a rush of emotions flushing through her, filling her chest with heat.

Emptying the bottle into a wine glass, she got out of her clothes and squeezed herself into a very short and tight black leather dress. They’d go partying at The EndUp, the place to be for parties until dawn. Her makeup was done within a couple of minutes, accompanied by gulps of wine. She decided on black cat eyes and a high, strong ponytail. With her shimmering high heels, she looked like a different person. Strong, sexy, and very dominant—precisely what she needed for today.

“You look hot,” she said to Jo, who wore some very tight bra-like top with black leather binders and loose leather hot pants, when she picked her up from her apartment. Thex walked together to the Taxi she had come in.

“Figured it was needed for tonight,” said Jo, and added with a smile, “Has been a while since I got a 2 a.m. booty call from you.”

“It’s a drink, party, booty call,” she answered, grinning. “Here,” she said and opened the door for Jo before she walked around to the other side.

“What are you wearing?” asked Jo.

“The black leather we bought in L.A.,” she said. “The shoes are new, though.” She lifted her leg and held one for Jo to feel.

“Uh, nice,” said Jo, who not only explored her shoe but also let her hand wander further up. “You sure that’s the path you wanna go?” Jo asked, resting her hand on her thigh.

“Very.”

“So, how was the meeting with your mother?” Jo asked knowingly.

“How do you always know?” she asked back, rolling her eyes.

“Because I am very good at what I do,” said Jo, chuckling. “I also know you very well. Meaning you like to drown your problems in wine, and when you call demanding something, it’s usually because your mother did something that took your power away.”

It was good that Jo couldn’t see her face right now, because it was giving it all away.

“So you say I’m predictable.”

“Most of us are,” answered Jo. “You wanna talk about it?”

“Ask me in an hour again. Right now, I need to forget what happened.”

“That’s fine for me,” said Jo and squeezed her thigh.

The club was filled with hot women. Men, too, but she didn’t care about them. Holding hands with Jo, she navigated them to the bar. She needed something strong.

It had been a while since she went partying, but sometimes, here and there, it was needed. While they waited for their drink, she glanced around. There was an unusually high level of security.

“I wonder what happened here,” she said to Jo over the loud music. “There’s like double the security than usual.”

“Huh,” said Jo only.

She scanned over the crowd, but there was nothing else she saw. Whatever. You’re not here to analyze, but to forget, she told herself and handed Jo her drink.

“Bottoms up,” she said, clinking her glass at Jo’s and gulping down the entire whiskey on the rocks.

As she was already one wine bottle into her night of delusion, she didn’t care much about anything after two more whiskeys. The alcohol drove out any thought about her mother and the woman she desired.

“Your mother really must’ve gotten to you,” said Jo then, almost screaming into her ear over the loud music. The good thing was that they had to get closer to understand each other. One of her hands wandered around Jo, who had a phenomenal ass.

“Let’s go dance,” she said to Jo, and pulled her close. She didn’t want to talk about her mother. She wanted to dance and forget who she was, until she’d wake up later and regret her decision.

Pulling Jo with her, she squeezed them through the people. Mixing odors of all sorts of men prepossessed her nose. Bah, she thought as she walked by a group of boys. There was nothing worse than the scent of males who bathed themselves in their perfume.

She walked a bit further until she swooned, Jo in her arms. The music was techno, the atmosphere was rave-like, and everyone was drunk and high enough to care about nothing.

They started dancing, while still leaving one hand locked with Jo to anchor her. She could only imagine what partying without vision was like. She’d personally lose her shit about it. What if she’d got lost in the crowd? But Jo was different there. Maybe it was because Jo trusted her, or maybe because she was so self-assured and sure of herself.

Whatever, she thought. She wanted to party. No more thoughts. She closed her eyes and took in the music with every one of her cells.

Time rushed past, and she lost complete track of time and place. At some point, Jo let go of her hand, and when she opened her eyes, she saw her dancing with another woman. A smirk ran over her face. It was her chance to forget everyone and everything. She closed her eyes again and let her head fall back as one of her favorite songs began to play, remixed into an otherworldly techno version.

Just when her head came back up and she turned to her right, a lavender scent trailed up her nose.

No. It can’t be. Can’t.
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ZOE & ANNE
PLAYLIST: LOSE CONTROL – RAYRAY, TANE


ZOE

It was probably the most exhilarating thing she had ever done. Aiden’s hands held her body close, and while they moved to the music, she felt every last vibration of the bass stirring her cells into pure ecstasy.

Never had she thought about partying without her sight, but Aiden, together with the empty bottle of champagne and several more lines, had been so persuasive that she had given in.

Maybe it was foolish to do drugs and go to a party only weeks after she had major brain surgery, but her body was healed, and the cocaine made her reckless.

Aiden had helped her dress and even did her makeup and hair, which still astonished her. The hair had been an especially complicated issue because it had been partially shaved and had only grown back half an inch. But, and she was utterly amazed by it, he had managed to curl the hair she had left and style it so the shaved space wasn’t visible.

She couldn’t see herself, but she could feel herself, and the feeling was extraordinarily hot. Aiden confirmed as much because right now, he spun her around, his hard cock pressing into her.

The club he had chosen was a well-known one, and it made her wonder why he’d even go in there, famous as he was.

“That’s the point,” he had said. “No one expects me there. Also, I’ll wear sunglasses and have extra security. No one will recognize me.”

And now, in the club, dancing to the music, vibrating with the music, was the most wonderful thing she had done in a very long time. She felt so free, so careless after all the weight that she had to carry. It felt unbelievably good to let herself fall into him, not caring about whoever would see her.

Suddenly, a voice ripped her out of her trance.

“Zoe.”

No fucking way. This isn’t real.

Only it was real.

The vanilla scent of her rolled like a wave over her as none other than Dr. Anne Charleston pressed herself onto her, apparently grasping Aiden’s face over her shoulder.

“Are you out of your fucking mind!” roared Anne, not at her, but him, with her mouth next to her face. So close.

“Dr. Charleston,” shouted Aiden over the music, “what an unpleasant surprise.”

But she could not focus on anything. All she could focus on was the touch of her body on hers, the scent, the warmth, the heat suddenly pulsating through her.

“What the hell were you thinking, taking her to a club?” shouted Anne at Aiden, but before Aiden could answer anything else, her body acted out of its own accord.

Without thinking, without even planning it.

It was an impulse she followed, unable to stop herself between the cocaine rush and the alcohol.

She grasped Anne’s throat, pushed her back just enough so her face was directly in front of hers, and then she kissed her.

Just like that. Without knowing what she was doing. Without any consequence.

The moment their lips met, a lightning shot through her, electrifying every last cell in her. She couldn’t even say why she did it, but it was something she had to do. Something in her longed for Anne in a way she had no words for.

Kissing a woman was such a different experience from kissing a man. Where men were demanding and dominating, even in a kiss, kissing a woman was like equal exploration—a heated one, but it was so much more consuming. So soft. So intriguing. So soul-stripping.

It was one kiss where she didn’t feel the need to be perfect, to perform, because everything was good just as it was.

Anne’s hands wandered onto her chest.

The touch.

Oh my goodness.

It made her lips slightly part, and Anne’s tongue invited her to a dance. A dance to explore whatever it was they were doing. She longed for it. She longed for her. To feel more.

And then Aiden grasped her throat with his arm and pulled her forcefully back.

Every feeling flushed out of her body like it was an open drain.

“What the hell do you think you're doing?” he growled darkly in her ear with a slur from all the alcohol they had. “You are mine, and mine alone.”

But she would not let him.

“No, you listen to me, asshole,” she threatened him darkly as she removed herself from his grip and turned on him. “You will let me have my pleasure. Know you place, or I will make you kneel and watch it in front of all these people while I kiss her.”

One moment where her heart pounded like hell, the bass of the music vibrating through her body.

“Don’t break my heart, Kitten,” he said darkly.

“What heart?” she asked him back and bit her lip, before he took a step back. She was blown away in amazement. Because Aiden Crane did what she told him to do, and she had finally mastered the consequences he wanted.

“Anne?” she asked, turning into the crowd behind her, but there was no reaction, and for this brief moment, panic rose in her chest.

What the fuck have I done?

ANNE

There are moments in a person’s life that define the future path in irreversible ways. And while everything that had happened in the past days and weeks could be labeled such, they weren’t.

Quitting her job, planning everything for New York, setting a boundary with her mother—all those moments would change her life, yes. But they wouldn’t alter it in the way of what had just happened.

She had never questioned herself in any way, not her sexuality, nothing. But witnessing what Zoe, her ex-patient, who had just kissed her, did to the wealthiest man on the planet, an asshole from the cradle to the grave, was the hottest thing she had ever witnessed.

Not that she would ever like men, but she wanted to be him. She wanted Zoe to do the very same to her. Maybe it was the kiss or the alcohol, but in her, a carnal desire burned down every inch of self-respect in her as lust overcame her.

She was the perfect golden child, sweet, cheerful, kind, confident, appreciated, and always in control—and all she wanted to do was to get told to know her place, too. She wanted to be ordered to kneel, to kneel before her.

Her.

The one she could not have. The one out of bounds. The one that would be her ruin.

The one who stood there, asking for her, but she was frozen to the ground, completely lost in herself. She could not move because moving towards her would make it real, would make her go down the road of no return.

In between all the loud music, the people, the alcohol, and her muffled senses, there only existed Zoe and her. Everything else was gone. And while her core wanted to run to her, grab her, and never let go of her, she couldn’t.

None of it could be.

The legal storm on the horizon.

Her being with Aiden, a man.

The patient-doctor relationship.

It would be her ruin. Her reputation’s ruin.

Her family’s ruin.

It was her duty to keep the family name intact.

Society first—her mother’s words resounded through her head.

And because she never did what was right for her, but right for everyone else, she just turned and walked away, without a glance back.
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ZOE
PLAYLIST: RESTART – SCHUB


Her body felt like in freefall.

Everything zoned out.

The music, far away.

The people, gone.

There was no one there.

No Anne.

No Aiden.

She was all alone. Lost. Without her sight.

I need to get out of here!

But where?

Where could she go?

Her chest heaved up and down as a wave of panic rolled over her, pulled her down into the depths of the ocean.

I am drowning. This is what drowning must feel like.

There was no more air.

I can’t—I can’t breathe.

There was no up or down anymore; everything was spinning in her head.

And just when she thought she would collapse, arms grasped around her.

“I’m here,” he said softly. “I’m here.”

His body pressing against hers, he just held her. Held her until her breathing returned to normal. Until her world stopped spinning. Until her body relaxed with a trembling shudder.

“Let’s head home,” said Aiden, and pulled her with her, and she just let him.

Without a word changed, he took care of everything. Getting her into the car. Fastening her seat belt. Guiding her up the stairs. And when she stood there in the middle of the entrance while he closed the door, tears broke free.

Without commenting on her pathetic mental breakdown, he pulled her into a hug. And she just cried against his chest as the monster of humiliation tried to swallow her.

She couldn’t distinguish the time passing.

At some point, her sobs died. Her cheeks burned from the salty tears, but it didn’t matter. She turned her head slightly so her ear could now listen to his rhythmically beating heart.

So he did have a heart. One that makes him take care of me right now, after everything.

Maybe it was the alcohol, maybe the withdrawal of the cocaine, but she couldn't string two thoughts together.

“Gods, this is so fucked up,” she half-breathed, half-cried out. “We’re so fucked up.”

“And what if it is, Kitten?” he asked her. “Who cares? You judge yourself by your own high horse of moral correctness, but what if that’s a fairytale?”

She moved her head up as her mind tried to process what he just said.

He brushed wet hair strands out of her face and then cupped her face.

“I love fucked up. It’s where the freedom is. It’s what makes life so special,” he said and leaned towards her. Just before his lips met hers, he whispered against them, “And I love you for being just as fucked up as I am.”

Heat rushed through her body the moment her brain had processed his words. There they stood, in the entrance to his house, after everything that had happened, and Aiden Crane had used the words I love you in one sentence with her.

His lips met hers, and her exhausted body let him drag her into the almost sweet embrace of longing. The embrace she could get herself lost in, and maybe that was love. Maybe.

If her mind were in any other state, she might have known. Right now, she could not help but wonder if she truly loved him for who he was or just thought so because she loved the reassuring feeling of security he gave her.
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Waking up felt like she had brain surgery again. Her head throbbed with pain as if something had stabbed her, and the disorientation was real. It took her a second to recollect where she was and what had happened.

Feeling the sheets, she wasn’t in her own bed, but Aiden’s.

“Aiden?” she asked, as the other side of the bed was cold and empty. But there was no answer.

Sitting up almost made her vomit. She swallowed down the acid, and it burned down her throat. She searched with her hand for her phone, knocked a glass over, and cursed.

“Damn it!”

She removed her dripping phone from the puddle, and then couldn’t decide what to do. Dry it? Just let it sit?

Better not. The wood might get ruined by it.

So she heaved her body up to find the bathroom. She had figured out by now how many steps she needed, and also could hear if there was a wall in front of her or not by talking or making a sound with her tongue.

She made it to the bathroom, peed, and then got a towel.

Only when she had tried the water, she curled back into the bed and curled up into a fetal position. She hadn’t felt this bad since her surgery.

“Hey, Phone, call Aiden.”

It rang, and with every ring, a sinking feeling became more present in her.

What if he woke up and decided I am too fucked up?

What if it was all the drugs talking yesterday?

Fucking fuck, he used the words I love you.

And oh my god, all the fucking shit with Anne.

Just thinking of it made a shudder run down her spine.

“Back to the living, Kitten?” he asked way too cheerfully when he finally answered her call.

“Breathing, yes. Living not so much,” she answered in a flatline tone, which made him laugh. “How can you be so—” she had to search for the word that came out in a slur. “Enthusiastic.”

“Oh lord, you really are knocked out,” he said, chuckling. “Last night was my baseline, Kitten.”

His baseline. What the fuck. I feel like dying.

“I’m heading to Florida, there’s an issue with one of my projects. Just a reminder: the trainer is coming over with Alice in exactly 4 hours and 6 minutes. Get yourself back on track until then. If you need a pick-me-up, second drawer to the left of the wine fridge. Also, I have news regarding the legal stuff, but I’ll save that for when you’re back to the living.”

“I—” she began, but broke off. Her mind was still beachballing from processing the sentences, so she just said “Thanks.”

“You can do it, Attagirl,” he said, unable to keep the laughter from his voice, and hung up.

Her head throbbed so much she was seriously considering going down and doing what he had told her to do, but then decided to get two more hours of sleep. If that wouldn’t help, she’d do it.

When the alarm she had set went off, her head felt just the same, if not worse. She was in no state to welcome her dog here like this, so she just took a leap of faith in Aiden’s experience with cocaine.

But to get to it, she had to get down two flights of stairs. In her condition.

Getting out of bed felt like walking on a floating bridge in a storm, and when she finally got outside Aiden’s room, naked as she was, she sat down on the floor and crawled towards the stairs, because she was too scared to trip down the entire staircase in her state.

If he had cameras here that he didn’t tell her about, he’d laugh his ass off by now, but she gave no fucks at all at this point.

When she reached the kitchen, she was so exhausted that she had to vomit. She made it to the sink. It was good she had never met the housekeeper so far, otherwise the humiliation would’ve killed her right this moment.

She gulped down some water from the tap to remove the acid burn from her throat before she searched for the fridge and the drawer.

When she pulled out the plate with the cocaine, she questioned her sanity for one second, but she knew it worked with alcohol, so this might just work, too.

Feeling over the plate very carefully, she felt that Aiden had already laid out four lines. She’d have one to survive the afternoon and then go back to sleep.

The moment the cocaine hit her system, everything got sharp again. Her mind. Her senses. Her experience of the outside world. What stuck with her was the sickness in her stomach.

She searched the kitchen for something edible that would help neutralize the acid in her stomach. The only thing she found that was safe to eat without having her vomit again, hopefully, was a banana, which she regretted in an instant.

Food and cocaine weren’t a good match. So she threw the half-eaten banana on the counter and made her way back up to her room to shower and get dressed.

The trainer arrived with Alice. She had forgotten his name again, because all her focus was on Alice.

Today, they’d work through basic commands and tasks Alice could do for her. She’d get used to walking with her, tried calling her and telling her to do easy things. It was mainly to help Alice transition to her new home, as she had been with the trainer for two years.

She felt how the effect of the drugs withdrew within the two hours of the training, and when they were finally gone, she sank to the ground, her back against the front door.

She could have gone back to bed, as her plan was. But the three lines waiting for her were somehow so tempting. Not the lines themselves, but the feeling they produced. The freedom. The power. The ease.

She took another line, and her body felt better immediately. In fact, it felt so good that she managed to turn on the music in the living room with the sofa area in it and danced by herself.

Dancing was so freeing. She had thoughts, but they simply vanished. Everything that happened with Anne yesterday—the panic when she disappeared, Aiden, everything—it was there and then gone. None of it was real while she danced.

When she asked her phone for the time, it was already evening, and because nothing in her felt like stopping, she told herself just one more line and kept the other as a backup for tomorrow.

And the moment she had sniffed the second line, the doorbell rang. Twice.

She just ignored it. Whoever it was, she would certainly not open the door.

Then her phone vibrated. She was quite sure it was Aiden; he was probably watching her and telling her to keep it slow, so she ignored it.

A second brr-brr.

A third.

“Ugh! Leave me the fuck alone!” she shouted while dancing.

When the fourth brr-brr came, she couldn’t ignore it any longer. Maybe it was something important.

She opened her phone and opened the notification center. She got so used to it by now that she was almost back to using the phone as seamlessly as she had with her sight.

And then her phone read the notifications.

“Message from Anne Charleston four minutes ago. Message from Anne Charleston four minutes ago. Message from Anne Charleston three minutes ago. Message from Anne Charleston one minute ago.”

“Seriously?!” she said out loud as she clicked the message to open it, and her phone read it to her.

Anne Charleston


Zoe




I need to talk




Can you open the door?




Please




Her heart began to pound like she had just run up the stairs five times, hammering relentlessly against her chest.

Are you fucking kidding me?
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ANNE
PLAYLIST: ANOTHER LOVE – TOM ODELL


The cold air of dawn caressed her heated cheeks as she walked up and down in front of the gate leading to Aiden Crane’s house and, therefore, Zoe. The woman, her body desired with every last cell, and her mind told her to stay away and forget everything about.

Her hands were sweaty as she couldn’t get herself to do what she had planned to do. She hadn’t been this nervous since she took her boards, and as she had vomited five times before her boards, that meant something.

“You need to do this,” she told herself, while the voice of rational thinking shouted at her to run away, fast.

“I’ll never get this out of my head if I don’t do this right now,” she continued her self-dialogue while pacing.

How she hated confrontations that touched a topic this close to her heart. While she had no issues confronting anyone at work, everything in her private life made her feel like a teenager with no clue and a lot of insecurities.

There were two options. She would not do it and ask herself forever why she didn’t—or do it, and she’d either win and everything would be alright, or lose, and then she could go to New York in peace. There would be an entire country between them.

“Okay, I’m doing this now,” she said, stopped in her tracks in front of the nameless doorbell with the camera, and pressed it.

While she waited, her heart pounded a million miles per hour.

Only nothing happened.

She pressed it again.

Waited.

Nothing.

Maybe she doesn’t open the door?

Then she took out her phone to send a message. Or four.

Gods, I’m pathetic.

“Come on, Zoe. Open the damn door.”

A whirlwind of emotions raged through her. Maybe it’s for the better. Maybe that’s your answer.

And then she heard it. Footsteps from the other side of the door.

Her heart immediately pounded up into her throat.

“Anne?” asked Zoe carefully through the closed gate.

“Yes, it’s me.”

The gate whirred open.

There she stood, dressed in tight leggings, leaving absolutely nothing to the imagination, an oversized hoodie with the logo of one of Aiden’s companies on it, barefoot. Her cheeks were red, and her pupils so wide that there was only a small rim of her beautiful blue eyes left.

So, she did drugs, too.

All that happened yesterday was probably a result of her taking something. And just like that, all that she had planned flushed down the toilet.

“What do you want?” asked Zoe harshly.

“I—" Words failed her. She had planned for something different. For pulling her into a kiss and telling her how sorry she was, explaining what happened yesterday, and how messed up it all was. Now, she was angry. Angry with herself, with Aiden, with her, because fear had taken over.

The fear that it all meant nothing.

The fear of getting her heart broken once more because she always fell for those who tried themselves out, but then stayed with the men.

“Are you on drugs?” she asked blatantly.

“Why do you care?” snapped Zoe back at her.

“Look what he’s doing to you!” she said as the protective anger poured words out of her mouth. “He’s dragging you down with him into a world that is so dark there is no light.”

“I already lived in darkness!” shouted Zoe back at her. “Now I have at least someone. I have fun again, I have moments where I don’t hate everything all the time, including me.”

She wanted to say so many things, shout back at her, that her hands clenched into fists until her knuckles were white.

“Why are you even here?” continued Zoe in her rant. “To lecture me? You left yesterday, you left me all alone on the dance floor.”

Yes, I left. Because I was so fucking scared, but she couldn’t hear that right now.

“Zoe,” she said, and grasped her arm to get a hold of her. “Your life was so miserable that the hell of drugs, dependence, and dominance seems like Eden to you.”

But Zoe took a step back and pulled herself out of the grip.

“You left while Aiden was the one who caught me when you disappeared. He was the one who saved me from myself, who held me when no one else was there. So, no, it is not hell, because he saved me from drowning.”

“So you stay because he saved you and let yourself be dragged into his world?”

“What else is there?” asked Zoe, scoffing harshly.

“Just because he saved you doesn’t mean you have to pay him back. You owe him nothing!”

“I do owe him everything. I have food, a house, and I can smile and laugh again. He even got me an assistance dog for God’s sake. This isn’t hell, because he is there when no one else is.”

“Don’t you see? He’s giving you all the things you desire to do what he wants with you! It’s what all those rich men do. I come from a background where I know all the wealthy. I have seen it a million times. They pay for your agreeability. They give you something to lose so you don’t walk away.”

Zoe didn’t answer. The last words seemed to stir in her, before her face hardened.

“And what if?” Zoe then said darkly. “I don’t care. Everything is better than the hell I came from.”

“Your life was hell because he destroyed it. You owe him nothing; he owes you. And if you can’t see what he’s really doing to you, then I don’t know why we even talk.”

“You tell me,” Zoe answered coldly. “You came here. You wanted to talk. So why is it we’re talking?”

She shifted because they now touched the reason she came.

“I—” she began, but broke off. She could not tell her. Not right now. Not after seeing how deep she was in this thing with Aiden. It would make everything infinitely more complicated.

“You what? Want to save me from me? Explain yourself?” she asked now angrily. “Say it. What is it?”

“I can’t. It—It would be just as fucked up,” she said with a sigh and turned away. There was nothing she could do anymore. There was no sense in telling her, explaining her⁠—

Zoe laughed almost derogatorily and snorted out, “The hypocrisy!”

“What the fuck do you want from me? You came here to what—lecture me? Convince me to be honest with myself? Then you tell me it’s all fucked up? Do you even hear yourself?”

“Zoe, I—” she paused as the words didn’t want to come over her lips.

Zoe’s anger now rolled over her.

You were so stupid to come here, the voice in her mind told her. Told you.

“Leave,” said Zoe harshly, and then, as she didn’t react, added, “Now.”

A sinking feeling, accompanied by a huge rock appearing in her throat that tightened her airway. As she had always done when something happened that went against her plan. With her mother. Her father. And everyone else who held up a mirror to all her shortcomings.

And so she did, what she always did.

Become silent and walk away.

She walked.

And walked.

She’d leave for New York and forget all about Zoe in no time.

Zoe.
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ZOE
PLAYLIST: LET ME BE YOUR RUIN – ECHOESOFVELANDRIA


When she was back in the kitchen, her body fumed like a spitting volcano. Without thinking, she went over to the plate and did the third line. She had to forget what had happened minutes ago. She had to feel better. Get that vanilla scent imprinted in her mind, out of her head.

There it was, the moment of exhilaration that was usually followed by the epic high of invincibility.

Only it didn’t come. Instead, every word Anne had said whirled through her mind in an endless loop, dragging her into an internal chaos she hadn’t had for a very long time.

And because she could not deal with any of it right now, she searched for the wine fridge, got out a bottle, searched endlessly for an opener and a glass, and when she had finally opened it and poured herself a glass, she emptied it in one.

Her phone vibrated, and when she pressed the display, it announced that Aiden was calling.

“Yes?” she answered the call, slightly annoyed after her third try to slide the button to answer.

“What’s going on, Kitten?” he asked.

“I—” she began and then stopped to think about what to say. In the end, he’d know Anne was here anyway. “The button didn’t do what I wanted it to and, well, Anne was here.”

“I saw that, but it’s not why I call,” he said in a strange tone.

“Not?” she asked. “Don’t you wanna hear all the details of what we discussed?”

“I heard everything. The gate has a camera and a microphone.”

“Oh,” she said with a sinking feeling in her stomach. Her entire body went into freeze mode, awaiting for him to freak out about what she had said.

But he said it’s not why he called.

“You seem agitated,” he then said, making her slightly uncomfortable because he apparently watched her the entire time.

“I am,” was the only thing she could answer.

“How come? Be honest.”

Be honest. At this very moment, she felt like a little girl who had done something wrong and was about to be reprimanded by her parents. Reprimanded meant, in her parents’ case, violent shouting and an outbreak with things flying after her, so she got very small, even crouching herself into the last corner of the room, although he wasn’t even here.

“Kitten,” he said. “I am not here to judge. I’m asking to understand.”

“You are?” she asked with a shaking voice.

“Whatever it is, just tell me,” he said, and it caused words to pour from her mouth.

“It’s—I don’t know. You practically said you love me, and then last night happened, what I did, what Anne said, and you hearing it, even worse. I don’t want to be one of the people using you for your money and everything. It’s so ungrateful. It’s not who I am. I feel lost and the drugs aren’t working, I feel horrible, it’s all so humiliating, and I wanna forget.”

It was word salad, and he might not get any of it.

“Listen to me,” he said. “Don’t give one more thought to that money thing. I offered you the deal, not the other way around. Whatever happens after is beyond our control; try to be in the moment right now. To quieten your mind about what happened in the club,” he continued, “I loved it. You gave me consequences for the first time, and it turned me on endlessly, especially since it was me who could save you.”

Heat spread through her, making her cheeks burn.

He loved it.

“Regarding Anne,” he then said. “Forget about her. She’ll be leaving, and if you ever feel the desire to explore something with a woman, there are a million others.”

It sounded all so easy, so careless. Maybe it’s what happens when you don’t have to care about money and what you do or not, but she couldn’t help the small smile trying to appear on her face.

“Lastly, the drugs aren’t working because your body is thresholding. You either do a lot more or go sleep it off.”

Like I said, careless. Weightless.

“Is there more?” she asked.

“In the drawer, plastic bag, help yourself.”

There was a moment of pause.

“Aiden?” she then asked.

“Yes?”

“When will you be back?”

“Not until Wednesday, I’m afraid.”

She didn’t want to be alone. She wanted to curl into him and feel held.

“So what’s going on with your project?” she asked generatively to distract herself from her own desires.

“I’m trying to buy something essential for my plans, and we’re trying to get everything cleared for it.”

“The news network?”

“Amongst others, yes, I’m here for a government thing, too,” he said briefly, before he added, “Kitten, if you want something, ask.”

“I—It’s so stupid,” she said.

“Kitten.”

“It’s just, I want you to hold me. But you’re in God knows where in Florida, and I am stuck here in this house.”

His deep laugh resounded through the speaker, and she judged herself the moment for even saying it.

“You know what, forget it,” she said dismissively. She wouldn’t have him make fun of her.

“Kitten, I’m not laughing at you. It’s just—you’re so normal.”

“Because that makes me feel better…” she said darkly.

“I think it’s time for you to understand what I meant by the world is yours. Take that last line, get yourself ready. Be ready in sixty down at the gate, I’ll have a driver pick you up.”

“But—”

“No but. I’m flying you in.”

“Yes, but. I need to pack. And Alice tomorrow?” she said, totally perplexed.

“You don’t need to pack anything except your phone and yourself, as you’ll fly private. Everything else is waiting for you upon your arrival. We’ll fly Alice in for the next days.”

She wanted to say something. It was unnecessary, so expensive, the stress, the environment. She really should say something. Only she couldn’t. Because after all the shit she had gone through, she wanted the easy life for once.

“Thanks,” she said so silently that it came out as a whisper, because she was scared of receiving what he offered her.

“See you in six,” he said with an audible smile.

Six hours later, when the private jet rolled onto the field of a smaller airport in Orlando, Florida, she still couldn’t believe what had happened. He had chartered a private jet, only for her, with a stewardess to her own.

And while flying wasn’t her thing, and although she now focused even more on every movement and sound the airplane made as she couldn’t see, it was perfectly fine. It felt like she was floating through the air; the noise was so much less than flying economy with the cheap airlines, and she got nice food and entertainment.

After the landing, she got picked up by another driver in a huge car, and after a half-hour drive, they stopped. She was walked into a building by the driver, and after an endless elevator ride, she heard his voice.

“Hey,” he said and pulled her into the hug she so desired. Everything felt so unbelievably right this moment. His body. His touch. Everything he had done and did for her. Should he drag her down with him, what did she care if his arms were the ones that caught her when she was falling?

Anne could shove her judgment somewhere else.

Anne.
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ANNE
PLAYLIST: TATTOO – LOREEN


She had been walking for an hour until she finally reached her house, which felt less like home the nearer she came. Now, she stood in front of the typical San Francisco house with its bay windows, and all she could think about was that she was done with everything here.

It wasn’t home anymore.

It was a milestone in her life, another box checked.

And it was time to move on.

Zoe’s words still lingered in her mind, proving to her once more why she once swore herself to never date a woman in her find-out-phase ever again. She had to get those thoughts out of her mind, so she turned them into action: She’d leave for New York right now.

She booked a first-class flight, which would depart in five hours.

She wouldn’t usually fly first; business was fine, but she wanted a good night’s sleep and therefore needed the lie-flat seat, which was only available in first. And the millions she made each year were at least good for something.

With a satisfying press, she confirmed the booking and then went to pack the essentials. She sorted out some of the other things she needed over the next few weeks; the rest could be packed and shipped by a moving company as soon as she found a house in New York.

It was three hours till the flight, and there was one thing to do: say goodbye to Jo.

“Hey,” she said when Jo answered the call.

“Don’t tell me you want to party more,” said Jo.

“No, no worries,” she said with a laugh, “I’m calling to say goodbye. I just booked a flight to New York. I’m leaving tonight.”

“Tonight?” said Jo in her therapist voice. “What happened to move up the timeline?”

“I broke rule number two.”

“Oh, so that’s what last night was about.”

“Yes.”

“Are you sure?” asked Jo knowingly. “Or might it be your fleeing response?”

Jo’s made a heavy feeling appear in her chest, because it was exactly what a part of her told her, too. But she had tried everything, and maybe, some things aren’t meant to be. She’d leave for New York anyway; what did it matter if it was now or in two months?

“I’m not talking to the therapist right now,” she said. “The decision has been made.”

“Understood,” said Jo, chuckling. “When’s your flight leaving?”

“In three. Are you home? I wanna give you something before I leave.”

“Yeah, drowning in paperwork,” said Jo.

“Be there in thirty,” she said and hung up.

She called a cab, grabbed her stuff, a coat, and the picture she had once made for Jo, an image drawn with a technique for blind people so that they can explore it with their fingers. She had never given it to her because they broke up before, but now it would be an everlasting reminder of their time together.

She then took one last look at the house before she closed the door to the life she had. It wasn’t until the airplane lifted off, however, that the heaviness in her chest disappeared. With every mile the airplane made, the farther everything went.

Except for this exhilarating laughter, she would never get out of her mind. Her laughter.

Zoe.

“No,” she told herself. You are leaving. Sleep, now.

She drank up her glass of champagne and then moved her seat into a lying position.

Sleep, however, would not come.

A stewardess walked up to her booth and asked if she needed anything. A lavender scent washed over her when she leaned in to grab the empty glass. It was the same scent Zoe’s hair had.

Apparently, there was no place on earth, no place far enough, where she could go, where the memory of her wouldn’t follow her.

She had been to New York many times; it was nothing special landing here, yet it was this time. Because she wasn’t going back. This would be her home now, and maybe the city had a different appeal now.

She had booked herself a room in her Dad’s favorite hotel with a central park view. The room was priced at four grand a night, but she wanted her first days to be special. Her mother would probably label it cheap; she was used to penthouses that cost fifty grand a night, not that she paid for any of it.

“Welcome to the Ritz-Carlton, Dr. Charleston,” said the man in an immaculate suit behind the desk to her. “Did you have a pleasant arrival? Your room is arranged as you please and awaits your arrival. Is there anything else I can do for you?”

“I had, thank you, and no, nothing else,” she said politely, while all she wanted was silence.

The room was the one she had requested, offering her a shimmering view of Central Park, with its endless green in the midst of the concrete jungle. The bright sun illuminated the Park, inviting her for a run. Something she hadn’t had much time for lately, so she decided to do it.

She got her running clothes from her baggage, put in her AirPods, and started her running playlist. When she went outside the hotel, she breathed in the unmistakable Manhattan air before she crossed the road to enter Central Park.

And then, she ran.

With every step, her mind cleared, freeing itself from the load of thoughts until she had a smile on her face again after mile five.

She ran past a musician with his saxophone, who wore several outfits at once and looked like a time traveler from the past decades. She kept her eyes on him for a moment longer while turning around the corner to follow a different path, and then it happened.

She crashed full-on into someone.

“Oh my god, shit,” she said while scambling herself from the floor. “I am so sorry, I-Ididn’t look, I was distracted.”

She held out a hand for the person. It was then that she fully saw the beautiful woman, who now took her hand with a smile on her full lips. She had long red hair, braided into a strong, high ponytail, while she was tall, probably 6 feet, too. She looked like she was in her late forties, but her body was in a shape every twenty-year-old would be envious of. Her black running pants and bra let nothing to the imagination and showed how trained she was.

“I didn’t either,” said the woman with a laugh, “Sorry,” and took her hand.

She looks so familiar, she thought.

They stared at each other, both apparently lost for words.

“I’m Sara,” said the woman then. “I’ve never seen you before. Do you run here often?”

“I—” Seriously, get a grip on yourself, she told herself. “No, just arrived. Moving here from San Francisco. I’m Anne, by the way.”

“Oh my god, you’re Anne Charleston!” said Sara in excitement. “Welcome to the city.”

Only two kinds of people recognized her. Acquaintances of her parents, or doctors. Usually, both types were the same, because most of their parents’ acquaintances were doctors.

“I’m sorry, but do I know you?” she asked.

“Sara Bernstein, Director of the BrainTumor Center at NYU Langone. We’ll be colleagues.”

“Ohhhh,” she said. “We briefly met in Zurich last year, at the conference.”

Sara was one of those people whose energy radiated like bright sunrays, drawing people in like moths to the flame. Back then in Zurich, she was the center of attention; her knowledge aside, she was very visible and present through her appearance and overall behavior.

“Yes,” said Sara cheerfully. “So, what brings you to Manhattan? Far reach, the other side of the country.”

“An offer I couldn’t resist and the realization that I couldn’t grow where they hold on to old methods.”

“I assume that means Dr. Homan is still their practicing cash horse?”

“He is. And he’s making mistakes they try to cover up.”

“I read that,” said Sara. “It’s good you got out of there.”

“Read that?” she asked, confused.

“An article, this morning. That trillionaire guy, he’s accusing them of tampering with evidence, something about his girlfriend losing her sight because of him.”

Like I said, no place far enough where she wouldn’t follow me, she thought as she sighed. So they had gone public with it.

“She was my patient,” she said. “Homan butchered. Typical old white man ego. I’m glad they’re putting an end to it, hopefully.”

Sara chuckled. “They’re the worst. You’ll have a great team now,” said Sara. “75% of our team is female. And they’re all below sixty, except for the chief, of course.”

“Sounds like the right decision,” she said with a smile. It was only then that she saw the bracelet Sara wore. A golden chain with a square bearing the colors of the lesbian flag.

Warmth spread through her immediately.

“You’re queer,” she stated more than asked, pointing to the bracelet.

“Yeah,” she said and held up her arm. “I’m a girls girl.”

“Same,” she said with a grin and crammed her phone from the pocket of her running pants and held the back of it for Sara to see. On it was a little heart-shaped lesbian flag.

“Well, that’s fortunate,” said Sara with a big smile. “Wanna run together? I have three miles left, minimum.”

And while she nodded with a grin, it dawned on her that New York might have been the best decision of her life.
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ZOE
PLAYLIST: NOSEBLEED –MATTMCCLURE


“You what?” she more shouted than asked as Aiden told her what the lawyers and his PR team had given to the press yesterday. Her head hurt like shit, and even after not only a night but half a day of sleep, it did not disappear—a fact that did not help at all in comprehending what Aiden had done.

“We talked about it, Kitten. It was the best we could do. We’ll make this the biggest medical malpractice case the media has seen in a while, and we’ll make them pay you ten million for it. We’re building the medial pressure to get that through.”

“So that’s how you do business?” she asked to distract herself from the racing heart, as she thought about seeing her name and story in the media.

“I am very good at identifying weak spots,” he said with an audible smirk, and she only rolled her eyes. “Anyway, I need to leave for a meeting. You can either stay here and do what you like or join me and get into a part of the Kennedy Space Center that only a few private people have access to. Although you look like you could use a couple of hours more sleep.”

“Are you kidding?” she said incredulously. “Of course I am coming.”

“That’s what I thought. Let me get you cleared.”

She expected it to be complicated, because it was, after all, a protected space under federal protection. It turned out to be one call. One.

“Come,” he said casually as if nothing had happened.

“How?” she asked, flabbergasted.

“How what?”

“How did you make that happen with one call???”

“I’m on first-name basis with the President, Kitten. It’s one call,” he said as if they were talking about calling the asian place around the corner for delivering food.

She shook her head in disbelief. It was all so casual, so far away from her reality.

Suddenly, he was so close. The wave of his perfume rolled over her as he cupped her face.

“I told you, the world is yours,” he said with his lips so close to hers. “And we didn’t even start.”

He said all the right things to swoon her into obsession, but was this really what she wanted? Did she want the world? Because a part of her was totally overwhelmed by it.

“You’ll get used to it, my sweet, normal human,” he said and kissed her.

Maybe. Maybe not.

“You know what?” he asked casually, as if he’d just told her it was sunny outside. “I might invite them for a get-together on your birthday.”

“Who?” she asked stupidly because her mind didn’t process properly.

“The President of the United States and his First Lady.”

“Absolutely not,” she blurted out. “I don’t celebrate my birthday.”

“You will, Kitten. I don’t take no for an answer.”

“You will,” she said harshly, “because I hate birthdays, and nothing you say will ever change that.”

“Oh, is that so?” he asked ironically. “Tell me why you hate them.”

“Because it’s just another idiotic invention for capitalists to earn more. It’s senseless. Plus, there’s always shit happening on my birthday. And aside from that, why should I celebrate getting older? Every year adds more responsibility and shit. It’s horrible.”

He huffed out a quiet laugh as his right hand grasped to cup her face.

“My little capitalism-hater,” he said and kissed her on the forehead. “Has it ever occurred to you that you might not hate capitalism or your birthday, but you simply hate being poor?”

She was rendered speechless.

There was something so morally wrong on all levels about what he said, while he was also completely right. She hated being poor. She hated that so many people in this world were poor because the rich, like Aiden, kept them there.

“I’m gonna throw you a birthday party you’ll never forget, Kitten,” he said while he brought up his other hand to grasp her face entirely.

“Aiden, no. Take that money and give it to charity.”

“I won’t, because you deserve happiness in your life, too.”

“Starving children deserve food,” she said dismissively.

“We can’t save them all.”

“Can’t or won’t?” she asked and removed herself from his grip. “Because with all that money of yours, you could.”

“No, Kitten. I couldn’t. First of all, wealth doesn’t equal money. I can liquidate assets and take on big loans, sure. But none of it changes corruption and foreign policies and war that would make it impossible.”

“Says the man who meddles in any government and business, sure. Don’t fool me,” she said, now with a louder voice because it was such a stupid debate. “As if you couldn’t influence almost anyone on the planet. Thing is, you don’t want to. Because the poor make you rich.”

The smile she sensed on his face, hiding his chuckle, enraged her.

“Yes. They also keep the world in check. There is a reason it has always been like this. So many people don’t want to think. They want to be ruled. You keep them entertained, give them something to lose, just enough to survive, and then you give them the hope that they can make it out of there; that’s what keeps them going. Eat, sleep, suffer, rinse, repeat.”

“They should have a choice to decide that for themselves.”

“No, they shouldn’t. You won’t let a toddler decide to cross the street on their own.”

Her hands became fists. Discussing with him was not only senseless, it also challenged every single one of her worldviews, her morality, and, therefore, her sense of self.

“What we do with money is no different than the hierarchy in any other species that lives in packs. One or some at the top, and the rest follows.”

“Not in all of them,” she said with her biology background. “Take Dolphins or Penguins. They don’t.”

“No rule without an exception,” he said.

“Then why not let humans be the exceptions?” she asked.

“I love your brain, Kitten,” he said. His need to brush a strand of hair out of her face and get physical, and therefore evade, told her she was on the verge of beating his chain of argument.

“Don’t distract,” she said.

“Because we are too many and we can’t all be rich.”

“I’m not talking about everyone being rich, Aiden. I talk about everyone having their basic needs met.”

“The world would be disrupted with that. To have all human needs met would mean to rid the planet of the elites. Human nature is dark, and the more they have, the worse things will happen. They won’t comply. There will always be someone who wants more. Someone whose greed wins.”

“So it’s a leadership question?” she teased. She would not let this go.

“You know,” he then said, “Why don’t you work out a plan how to save humanity, and if it’s plausible, brings revenue and is something I can sell to possible investors, I’m in.”

“As if I could do that alone,” she said.

“You can start by making acquaintances to aid you at your birthday party. Tell me who to invite, and I’ll make sure they come.”

“You are crazy,” she said. “And I don’t mean that in a good way.”

“Am I? Or can’t you handle all the responsibility?” he asked. “It’s easy to accuse and point out all the problems from an outside position of societally rewarded morality. That’s how it’s supposed to be.”

“Meaning I am wrong?”

“Meaning, you do what you’re supposed to do as part of a system. But you changed sides now. You’ll learn that everything you know about our world is what a certain group of people makes available to you. To rule you, to distract you, to own you.”

His words made her body feel heavy. Powerless. Exhausted. She always believed in changing things for the better. Hearing this made it so pointless.

“Sounds like real change is senseless,” she said in a bitter undertone, trailing off as she sorted her thoughts.

“Revolution is good for the spirit, keeps people going, but it usually is.”

“Yes, but only as long as the elites aren’t in on it,” she said, lost in her thought. “You said it yourself.”

“But you would never get them to give up their power,” he said in a strange tone. “Because wealth is rooted in value that is only valuable as long as the majority suffers.”

How casually he talked about the suffering of billions of people, like they were ants in a hole.

“How can you live with yourself?” she asked incredulously.

“I don’t need morals to separate myself from the rest, I have money for that,” he said with a reassured chuckle, as if it were the most normal thing in the world.

Rich people are a pest, she thought.

“No one should have that much money,” she said.

“Your thinking is biased, my dear. I only have so much as society values it. Just imagine, for a moment, that I liquidate everything I have and give it away. You know what would happen? The world markets would crash, the wealthiest 1%, the elites you call them, would buy everything up and become even richer while everyone else is left with less than nothing.”

“Then they need to be overpowered. Like you said, they’re wolves. One day, someone might come who puts them down in their rank and does better.”

There was a single moment of silence between them. A moment where he came so close with a sizzling tension suddenly rushing through the air.

He leaned in on her, his warm breath caressing over her neck.

“And that, my love,” he whispered in her ear, goosebumps spreading over her arms, “is exactly the point.”
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Moments passed in which she tried to grasp the magnitude of Aiden’s words. Because he had told her what probably no one else knew. He trusted her with his biggest secret. And while she understood that Aiden played the game of the elites to burn them down, her entire world shifted.

Physically, because her body had to adapt to the truth that changed everything.

Mentally, because her brain had to open every box she had ever created and turn it around.

On a soul level, because the man she despised and somehow loved at the same time was the king of assholes to be the Trojan Horse none of them saw coming.

A wide, devilish smile appeared on her face.

“You,” she simply said.

“Yes, me,” he said, and brushed teasingly with the back of his pointer finger over her cheek. “We’ll celebrate your birthday in two weeks, make connections, make plans, and then, let’s rule the world.”

He meant what he had said in the kitchen before she had told him to kneel for her. It hadn’t been a phrase thrown in the room without meaning. He had offered the world. Not figuratively, but literally.

She still couldn’t process it all. The entire ride to the Kennedy Space Center, as well as the days afterward, was a blur, as her mind was preoccupied with sorting through all her thoughts.

It was like she was working on autopilot.

Suddenly, it had become the 12th of October, the day before her birthday. Alice was with her now, accompanying her everywhere in the house.

They’d fly into New York tomorrow to meet world leaders, business owners, and private persons with influence and power. What else would happen there, she did not know. Aiden was secretive to the last bone, and she hated him for it.

Her hands brushed over the silk-like material that ran through her hands with a softness beyond everything she had ever laid hands on—a dress, made and fitted extra for her by an Italian designer for the big day tomorrow.

And while not only the designer but also Alice, Aiden, and an Assistant buzzed around her, she felt detached, quiet, as if she stood in a silent chamber. Because in everything she was becoming, living every girl’s dream of being swept away by the knight in shining armor who offered her the world, she felt like she had completely lost who she truly was. She was living the dream everyone wanted, while she waited to wake up and return to her miserable self.

She was the perfect example of what Aiden had said; she was raised in a system that made people addicted to their own suffering. Not that they could change anything about it. She couldn’t have. Even after all Aiden did for her, she still couldn’t. She was waiting to wake up out of a coma after her accident, being blind and all alone.

“Miss Zane, what would you like me to do?” asked someone, far away.

“Earth to Zoe,” said Aiden, touching her arm. “Anybody in here?”

His touch grounded her raging mind into the real world for a moment.

“Uh-oh—sorry. What?” she asked.

“I wanted to know if you want us to prepare a post for your Social Media. It would be a good moment to stir people in a certain direction,” said Aiden’s personal assistant.

“N—” she began, broke off, and wrapped her mind with all her power around the question. And as she grew into the person she now became, she said, “Yes. Have PR prepare something that makes sense and doesn’t make me look like one of them entirely. It needs to speak to the people, not the elites.”

Aiden’s throaty chuckle trailed into her ears right next to her.

“You grew so much, Kitten,” he said in an impressed tone. “I might need to find a new name for you. Maybe you’ll be my little lioness from now on.”

“Call me little again, and I’ll bite your balls like a true lioness,” she hissed at him.

His magnetic laughter seared through the air before he said, “We’ll be invincible together,” silently into her ear.

“As long as you know your place, pet,” she said, a soft rumble of amusement vibrating through her chest.
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“Happy Birthday, my love,” said Aiden when he woke her next morning, and she came from the probably most sensitive sex they had ever had. So sensitive it felt almost like a performance.

Maybe we only work with the dark stuff, she said to herself.

“Let this be your sign for your first perfect birthday ahead,” he then added and kissed her.

“That still needs to be proven.”

“Loosen up, lioness. This will only be the beginning,” he said, slid out of her, and pulled her up with him.

“There’s a shower and your current favorite breakfast waiting downstairs.”

Current favorite breakfast, she repeated in her mind. While she could remember the entire periodic table, including all the numbers, she had absolutely no clue what she had eaten in the past days. It must’ve been repeatedly the same, because Aiden was extremely good at recognizing patterns.

“Oh, tell me, Mr. I-have-it-all-figured-out, what is my fav breakfast?

“Margaret’s banana-pancakes with fresh fruit, like every day in the past two weeks, the English tea I brought with me from Edinburgh, and a little pick-me-up line.”

“You already had one, didn’t you?” she asked, guessing from how elated he was.

“Kinda, I never slept.”

“Oh,” she said and asked ironically, “Think that’s a good idea for tonight?”

“Nothing I haven’t done before, and, my righteous little lioness, most of the guest there powder their noses themselves. You’ll like it.”

“So,…you rented a venue?” she asked, using the chance to find out more.

“Maybe, maybe I didn’t.”

“Aiden!” she said and punched him slightly in the chest. “Come on, give me something.”

“Nope. You won’t get anything out of me.”

“I hate you,” she said, and crossed her arms in front of her.

“You’re supposed to,” he said with a snicker. “That’s what I love about you. I’d be very concerned they day you wouldn’t.”

“You can shove that up your arrogant ass,” she cursed.

“Mhm,” he breathed out and leaned in on her. “Don’t tease me, love.”

“Or what?” she now provoked him.

“Or I might need to stuff your pestilent mouth with my cock,” he said darkly while gliding his hands over her arm up to her neck. “Which would be a shame, because you wouldn’t be able to speak for the next two days after that.”

Her core prickled from his words as her breathing became flatter, but she had learned to manage him by now.

“I might need to get a thicker dildo for the strap-on,” she said darkly, because she knew how much he liked it. “Apparently, the last time didn’t give you enough consequences.”

And just like that, everything was back to normal.
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When she woke up, she felt a wide smile and a sense of profound contentment in her chest. Because the past two weeks had been the most amazing weeks of her life.

She had spent time exploring the city, using her free time, checking in with old friends, and, most of all, she met twice with Sara, who was not only an excellent conversationalist but also had a ravishing smile, laughed a lot, and was, by nature, a positive person who radiated warmth to everyone.

She recognized herself in Sara so much that she saw for the first time how much she had lost herself in San Francisco between lawsuits, Zoe, her mother, and everything that had happened with Homan. Even the news that hit the media everywhere, including the medical online forums of Zoe’s and Aiden’s decision to go public with everything, couldn’t change that.

Sara was the mirror she needed to find herself again, and this morning, when she got up and looked over Central Park, it felt like freedom. She was doing something for herself while leaving behind all the ties that bound her to immobility.

She got up and sat down in the armchair by the window for a moment, taking in the fantastic view. She never understood the magic some people felt in Manhattan until this moment.

And because she felt the magic of possibility streaming down her veins, she took a leap forward, got her phone, and gave Sara a call. She knew she had a free weekend, as long as hell wouldn’t break loose in the hospital.

“Hey,” she said when Sara answered the phone, “It’s me, Anne.”

“Oh, hi, Anne, how are you?” asked Sara with such happiness in her voice that her heart longed to hear it every day. She longed for the positive in her life because it reflected her nature.

“I’m perfect,” she said with a smile. “I wondered, would you be free tonight? Because if so, maybe you want to show me the best spot in town for me to invite you to a wine,” she asked and added with a chuckle, “or more.”

“I’d love that,” beamed Sara. “I know the perfect spot. How about I pick you up at eight? You’re staying at the Ritz, right?”

“Yes. Sounds wonderful.”

“See you later then,” said Sara, and added with a slight huff, “Make sure to wear something that can pull off elegance as much as a nightclub.”

“I can do that,” she said. “Later, then.”

Hanging up, she pressed her phone against her chest for a moment because she had a date tonight—a real date with a lesbian woman, who knew what she wanted.

She had some time on her hands until tonight, so she decided to do things she usually didn’t have time for, like shopping.

At Bergdorf Goodman, she found a midi Poplin shirt dress with a spread collar, a sheath silhouette from a self-tie waist, which made it feel wonderful on her. To complete the outfit, she got herself some fitting platform high ankle boots, a bracelet, and a small black purse.

As she walked out of the store, her phone rang.

“Dad,” she said, slightly colder than usual as she answered the call.

“I talked to your mother,” he said in his typical dad voice. “She will not disinherit you, but she lost her shit with everything that’s hitting the media.”

“Well, thank you,” she said, because she honestly didn’t care about the trust fund anymore.

“That Crane guy is a master in public perception.”

“Is he?”

“Aren’t you following? The past two weeks shit’s hit the fan. I thought it would interest you.”

“I am in New York, Dad. I’m starting fresh here.”

“Oh,” said her Dad. “I thought⁠—”

“It wouldn’t do any good, as you very well know. Let them sort all of that out. I believe I will be called to testify, but otherwise I won’t look back.”

“You want to tell me what happened?”

“No, Dad, I don’t. It’s not even worth mentioning. I already met a colleague of mine, and everything will be fine here.”

“Okay then, he said. Where are you staying? Did you already find a home?”

“I’ll start looking at something on Monday with the Agent you sent me. There are some promising options. Until then, I’m staying in your favorite place to be.”

Her Dad huffed before he said, “Let me know if there’s anything you need, Pumpkin. And tell them to bill my card.”

“You don’t have to, Dad. I earn enough.”

“I know, but you’ll always be my little girl.”

“Talk to you soon, Dad. Don’t tell Mom hi from me.”

He chuckled and hung up.

While it was with a good intention on his part, a small rock appeared in her stomach. She wanted this to be hers. Hers alone. Without her parents’ meddling.

So much about that, she told herself.

The evening came, and her favorite watch, a Timex Marlin she had inherited from her grandmother, showed it was five minutes to eight. A slight jitteriness spread through her.

She was sweating more than she’d liked, because she hadn’t done the dating game for a very long time. Zoe excluded. That wasn’t even real dating.

Zoe.

Damnit, she told herself. You need to forget this woman. Only she somehow sneaked her way into her mind again and again and again.

You have a date with a wonderful person tonight, so shut up, she told her brain and walked to the elevators.

Sara was already waiting for her outside the hotel when she stepped into the Manhattan buzz of honking cars and rushing-past chatter.

She could not believe her eyes when Sara caught her eye. With a radiating smile and her wavy red hair styled to one side, she walked over to her, causing her to stumble over her own feet. Sara wore long, wide-legged sequin-embellished pants in red and silver tones that showed off her long legs, paired with a black, raffia top. Seeing her made it clear that Sara was Manhattan and Manhattan was Sara. She belonged to her with every cell.

“Hi,” said Sara, and hugged her confidently. Her scent was a present and strong one; only a few women could wear an oak-and-rich perfume. Around her neck was a silver collar set with diamonds. She knew from her research that Sara came from old money, and her outfit confirmed as much. It wasn’t brands in the face; it was the subtle fit of natural-born style.

After a small, awkward moment of small talk, Sara said, “When you’re open to it, we can walk there. It’s three blocks and I love to walk in the city.”

“Perfect,” she answered, smiling. “In SF, I did almost everything on foot.”

Sara took her to a rooftop bar with fantastic views over the city. As night fell over it and dipped the city in a million dancing lights, she glanced at Sara in front of her, who had gotten red cheeks from the third glass of wine, the Empire State Building lit in red, white, and blue behind her. Right this moment, everything was so alright that she wanted to keep this moment in her mind forever.

The ‘city that never sleeps’, in which all dreams could become real, was apparently the place she had to end up in.

“You look happy,” said Sara.

“Yeah, I am. Couldn’t be better.”

“So, how about we turn this wonderful evening into something better?”

“What do you have in mind?”

At that moment, Sara got up, walked up to her, grasped her neck with one hand, and kissed her.

Strands of Sara’s hair fell into her face, while she let herself be consumed by her lips and tongue.

“You taste wonderful,” whispered Sara against her lips as she let go of her.

She didn’t even know what to answer. Her mind was still catching up to reality.

“Let’s get out of here,” Sara said and pulled her with her.

She could not tell how much time had passed because everything was a blur. Still, she suddenly found herself in Sara’s Upper East Side apartment with its high, stucco ceilings, shimmering chandeliers, and fresh flowers wherever she looked.

She could not tell why she was so distracted, but when Sara kissed her and pushed her slightly into the wall behind her, she couldn’t let herself fall into it.

Little bites on her neck.

Damnit, Anne, she cursed at herself to get it together. You have this wonderful woman here, who wants to have sex with you, and you’re not feeling it. She is what you always wanted. Get over yourself.

So, she let her hands wander over Sara’s body, taking in her firm shape. She let herself be dragged into the bedroom, where a huge king-size bed waited for them.

Her dress sliding down her body onto the floor.

Her hands pushing Sara’s top up.

Kisses on her chest, down to her breast.

The soft bed under her body.

Sara’s hand sliding down, exploring her sensitive area, softly massaging her clit.

Everything they did consumed her mind like she was watching herself from a bird’s perspective instead of feeling it, truly being in it.

“You’re so unbelievably hot,” whispered Sara in her ear.

She had no answer to that, so she moaned softly. It was fake, and she hated herself for it.

And then two of Sara’s fingers entered her.

It was a gasp that left her, as a heated sensation shot through her.

Just let yourself fall, she told herself.

Sara certainly knew what she was doing. It was arousing, but she somehow couldn’t get herself to fall into the moment. So, she grasped Sara’s face, kissed her, and turned her around. It forced her to slide her finger out of her.

“I want to taste you,” she said against Sara’s lips, taking all her courage. She wasn’t used to much conversation during sex. Jo used to do the talking, but this was not Jo. This was Sara.

And I need to get over myself, she told herself. Growth happened outside the comfort zone.

She kissed her way down Sara’s body, slid down her loose pants, including her panties.

Sara was shaved and trimmed down there; she hadn’t expected anything else from the women who seemed to be in perfect shape.

She kissed over the pubic and a wave of coconut welcomed her. She trailed with her tongue down to draw circles around Sara’s clit, giving it her best shot. Sara moaned, which made her lick more firmly and faster.

“Finger me,” said Sara then, and her heart began to pound fast. Right this moment, she felt like a teenager who had no fucking clue about anything, but she did what Sara demanded.

Sara pushed her hip against her mouth, and when she looked up, she saw that Sara was watching her with lust in her eyes.

The moment their eyes met, Sara grasped her head and pushed her into her sensible parts.

It was the moment, something in her switched.

She slid her fingers out, let go of her like she had been electrocuted, and jumped up.

Time was frozen for a second, where thoughts raced through her head without her being able to grasp a single one.

“What’s wrong?” asked Sara, sitting up.

“I—“ she began. “I’m not feeling it right now, I think. It’s all very fast.”

“Why didn’t you say anything before?” asked Sara, who had gotten up and grabbed her clothes from the floor.

“I don’t know,” she said. “I only realized right now. I—” she stuttered, “You’re wonderful. It’s just I think I—” She didn’t know what to say, so she said the first thing that came to her. “I think I need more connection.”

“What makes you connect?” asked Sara, handing her the dress from the floor.

And if she had been honest, she would have said laughing together, endless talks about topics that moved her, a little silliness, cheek, and humor. But she didn’t. Because deep in her heart, she knew that Sara didn’t sing the same song as her, although she wanted her to.

So, she did what she was good at.

Running away.

It took her ten blocks for her mind to regain the ability to focus on thoughts again. The mixture of chaos, shame, and accusations rolled through her like an unprecedented storm. She was a master of control, learned it from the cradle by her mother’s harshness.

Only she couldn’t control her thoughts and feelings right now.

Not from walking.

Not when she entered the hotel room and closed the door behind her.

Not from breathing in and out for half an hour.

I need to clear my head, she told herself.

There was only one way to get her head free, and that was running. So, she got out of her dress and into her running clothes. Without taking her phone or AirPods, she walked out ot the hotel and ran. Ran like shadows were hunting her.

Sweat ran down her forehead and neck when she recognized her surroundings again. She was somewhere in the deep darkness of Central Park, only a few nighttime wanderers visible in the far, illuminated by some dim street lights.

What the hell am I doing?
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“You belong here,” whispered Aiden, while he stirred her with his hand on his back over to get to a hidden room where he wanted to get some cocaine ready for them.

No, I don’t, said the voice in her head that was overwhelmed by everything happening, and no amount of cocaine would change that. She was so far out of her comfort zone that she felt like diving wounded in an ocean of sharks.

They walked down a long, carpeted path from the rooftop back inside the venue in the middle of Midtown, embedded into Manhattan’s skyscrapers. Inside, he stirred her to the left, closing a door behind them.

“Here,” and he handed her a rolled bill after sniffing a line through it himself.

I don’t want it, she thought, but did it nevertheless, because she wouldn’t manage all these people without it.

“Are you happy?” he asked her when she came back up.

Happy? What is happiness anyway?

“I—” she began. “Are you?”

“Very. The people love you.”

The people love me. He is happy. I might be able to change something in the world with him. So, why shouldn’t I be happy, too?

“The President and the First Lady will be here any moment. Make sure to get on her good side. She’s running everything in the background, because he’s a total moron.”

“Oh god, Aiden,” she gasped out while she wanted to laugh about what he had said.

“You’ll do great, little lioness. You’re intelligent, smart, and articulate. And whenever you get nervous, remind yourself that these people all sit down ot take a shit like anybody else, too. They’re all nothing special; they are simply mascots for the brilliant strategists in the back.”

“You.”

“Why do you think I endorse certain policies? It’s because it gives me access to certain groups. Groups where I need a seat at a table,” he said, and went for the door.

“Aiden,” she said, and stopped him. “Who are you behind all those versions you are for others? The more I know about you, the more I see that you wear all those masks, but never the real you. Even with me.”

There they stood, in some small room, maybe even a supply chamber, and she asked the deepest of questions, as it had dawned on her why there was such a break between who the media thought him to be and what his home was like.

A small huff on his side, before he came close. He brushed over her cheek with the back of one of his hands.

“I’m all of it,” he said.

“Parts of you. Of course, they are also you, but who is the real Aiden, the person in the core who never shows?”

“I’ve been playing this game so long, I don’t think I can tell the difference anymore.”

“I don’t believe you,” she said and put her hand on his chest. “I know there is a part in you that is protected and untouched by all these masks you put on. It’s the one that made your house feel like a home. The one who cares for me. The one who denies himself everything out of fear. So, who are you, Aiden?”

He leaned in on her until his mouth was at her ear. A shudder ran over her back as his warm breath caressed her skin.

“I can’t, Kitten. I can’t.”

“Why?” she asked almost longingly as her heart pounded faster. She could sense the secrets to him luring in the shadows, waiting to be revealed.

“Because it would require me to be honest with myself.”

She could not help herself as a small scoff left her throat. Here he was, the controlling, Mr. Trillionaire, who could not be honest with himself.

Men truly are a strange species, she thought to herself. And then an idea crossed her mind. An idea that would require her to be as bold as she had never been before. But here they were, about to meet with the President of the United States and his First Lady, and she needed to get out her big girl panties anyway.

So, one of her hands wandered up to his throat, firmly closing around it, as she pushed him back three steps until there was a solid wall behind him.

“Speak it out, now,” she threatened him with a dark voice.

“Zoe,” he tried in a feeble attempt.

“Don’t Zoe me. Right now, you are my sub, and I am your dominant. Don’t you dare pull that crap on me, or I will have Mitch get me one of those geared floggers you told me about, and I will beat that shit out of you until you are completely honest with yourself.”

“Oh my little lioness,” he said with a chuckle, but she would not let him mock her, not right now.

“Cut the bullshit. You will not wiggle yourself out of this one.”

Moments of silence followed as he breathed in heavier, pressing with his chest against her.

“Speak,” she then said to push him over the edge, and grasped his jaw. “Speak now or I will walk away and never look back.”

“Then walk, because you’ll walk after I tell you anyway.”

“Try me, asshole.”

It was the last word that finally did the magic. She knew cursing him provoked him as much as it turned him on.

One more breath before he turned his head away.

His lips touched her ear with the slightest possible touch. His words, dark and provocative, trailed as a whisper into her ears, causing the hair on the back of her neck to stand up.

“When I fuck you, I imagine you to be a man.”

They both didn’t move.

He dared her, waiting for her to act out on the information she just got. He probably expected her to be shocked, to freak, to walk away. He had said it himself. But he only confirmed what she already suspected deep down.

“You like men.”

“I do,” he said, and she leaned back.

“You’re gay.” And my gut feeling was right. Looking back, it all made sense. The desire to be fucked in the ass. The performances. The masks.

“I can’t be. Because my entire plan would go to shit with it.”

She couldn’t help but snort out, and laughter overcame her. She had to let go of his jaw in an attempt to catch herself.

“I’m not laughing at you,” she said, unable to cope with herself, “It’s just so absurd. The man who’s pushing all the hate against queer people is gay himself.”

“And you wonder why I didn’t wanna tell,” he snapped at her.

She really tried to get herself together.

“You know what?” he asked, anger in his voice, “Just go. Joke’s on me anyway.”

“Aiden,” she said and built herself up in front of him, biting her lip to keep herself from snorting out any more. “I’m not walking away.”

“Maybe you should.”

“Maybe I should, but I won’t. We have plans.”

“To rule the world, with the pitiful gay man,” he said sardonically.

“With a man who can be whoever he wants to be,” she corrected him.

“Can I?”

“Wasn’t it you who told me we don’t fit in boxes?” she asked him. “Where did you leave that person?”

“Murdered him accidentally,” he said, and she could hear the hint of a smirk appearing in his voice.

“Let’s revive him,” she said. “Maybe your otherwise worthless money can buy some vampire blood that was sourced on a full moon by twelve witches of immortality.”

And finally, the ice broke. His vibrating laughter echoed through the small room, touching the depths of her core.

She joined him in his laughter, and only when it died out did she ask, “Have you ever been with a man?”

“No, it’s in my head all the time.”

“Do you want to?” she asked, leaning against the wall next to him.

“Yes,” he breathed out as if he was scared of his own words. “Mitch.”

His bodyguard. So, I had been fucking right when I got that feeling in the car the day we went home from the hospital.

“Is he gay?” she asked.

“Bi, as far as I know.”

“Then do it,” she said. “I’m pretty sure he already has signed one of your muzzle NDAs.”

She couldn’t even tell why she told him to do it. Somehow, it was unbelievably relieving. Because his honesty not only freed him—but also liberated her. There was no box around her anymore, and for this blissful moment in a small storage room in one ot the most expensive venues in Manhattan, she could be completely honest with herself, too.

“I love you, Kitten,” he then said, grasping her chin and kissing her on the cheek. She knew how he meant it as she got lost in her own thoughts.

If someone had told her six months ago that she would stand here with Aiden Crane, of all people, who would tell her about being into men and that he loved her at the same time, she would’ve labeled the person utterly insane.

The man, who seemed to have it all figured out, was a mess himself. And seeing it, seeing what was behind him, made her ask the question that had followed her entire life: Who am I? Because she might be lying to herself just like he did.

“They’re here,” said Aiden and ripped her from her thoughts.

Damn.

“Ready?” he asked and held out his arm for her to grasp.

“No, but I’ll do it anyway,” she said and grinned.

He only leaned in and whispered in her ear, “Attagirl.”

Meeting the President and his First Lady was the most uneventful thing she had ever done. She had prepared for the worst, but she learned eventually that Aiden had been right. It was chit-chat, politics talk, and the occasional flattery. She laughed at stupid jokes, made sweet compliments, and put on the full-on girlfriend show while secretly having her opinion.

And if she were entirely honest with herself, she would have acknowledged that she loved it. She loved that they played them with their ruse. It was Aiden’s and her secret, and they were fooling all of them, and maybe even themselves.

The evening couldn’t have gone any better, and when they sat in the car driving them to Aiden’s here in Manhattan, exhaustion spread through her.

“I hope you had a wonderful birthday,” he said while putting a hand on hers.

“It was certainly unforgettable,” she said teasingly.

“That’s something,” he said, getting the hint.

She was so tired that her body wanted to fall asleep in the car. Peopling had that effect on her, and Aiden almost had to carry her to the bed. His apartment was a billionaire’s row penthouse. Of course, she thought.

They did not fuck, instead, they lay in bed, mostly in silence. She had put her head on his stomach, and suddenly her mind was back on, making it impossible for her to sleep.

She could hear Alice snore slightly next to her bed.

The entire situation was so out of everything she could ever have imagined. For the first time in her life, she could be whoever she wanted to be. No rules. No obligations. No boundaries.

“Aiden?” she asked softly.

“Yeah?”

“I’m going to take a walk with Alice.”

“It’s in the middle of the night,” he said.

“I know. But I can now, you know.”

“Yes, you can. You want me to come?”

“No, let me do this. I trained for this.”

“And it has to be after midnight in a city you don’t know?” he asked knowingly.

“It does. When I’m correct, Central Park is open until one, and if I don’t do it now, I might never will. Blame the coke,” she said.

He chuckled. “Take your phone, Mitch will track you, just in case.”

“I can live with that,” she said, adding with a laugh, “It’s probably for the better, not that we get lost.”

Alice already stood by her side when she got up, her wagging tail telling her she was absolutely in for whatever she had in mind.

“There are clothes for you in the closet,” Aiden said. “You’ll like them. It’s hoodies, hoodies, and more hoodies.”

A smile appeared on her face.

“Thanks,” she said, grinning at him. “Question, where’s the closet?”

“Ask Alice.”

“She can do that?”

“She should, shouldn’t she?”

Taking a leap of faith, she said, “Show me the door, Alice. Where are my clothes?”

Alice walked with her, her body pressing against her leg to guide her, and she followed her direction. At some point, she stopped and sat down.

Stretching out her hand, she felt a sliding glass door in front of her. And just like that, this dog meant everything to her.

“You are such a sweet little girl,” she told Alice while kneeling to her height and cuddling her head. Alice wagged and licked her face like any good golden retriever would.

Right this moment, she had everything. The freedom to be whoever she wanted to be. A dog who loved her unconditionally. The chance to change the world. She was checking all the boxes; she could be happy now, couldn’t she?
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ANNE
PLAYLIST: SET FIRE TO THE RAIN – ADELE


She ran. And ran. From herself as much as her thoughts.

I have done it all, everything they wanted. I could have had this wonderful woman by my side, and yet, I run. Thoughts invaded her mind. She didn’t want to let herself be wrestled down by what-ifs. She was Anne Charleston. She had everything except the right to fall apart.

She didn’t even recognize the world around her anymore; she didn’t process the rainclouds growling darkly above her. There was only running.

She ran past a hooded person with a dog, and the moment she passed, a scent of lavender trailed up her nose, sending a fluttery feeling through her and making her stop in her tracks.

It can’t be⁠—

“Anne?” asked the person behind her.

It was her voice.

“Zoe,” she whispered with her back to her.

She was frozen to the ground, immobilized as her heart hammered against her chest. Of all the people she could have met, after traveling across the country, it was her.

Soft raindrops fell on them, and it might have been that very thing that made her mind work again, as it washed the internal turmoil out of her body.

Her chest heaved up and down, and without giving it one more thought, without giving a fuck about all the reasons she shouldn’t, she turned, closed the distance between her and Zoe with three steps. Her hands grasped Zoe’s face just before their lips met in a kiss that made a volcano of emotions erupt in her chest.

Cold rain pelted down on them, as a heat she hadn’t felt ever before burst through her entire body, burning her limbs and cheeks, while her mouth and tongue explored Zoe in a desperate longing as if she were the last human on this earth, and she had been starved for a century.

The world around them had disappeared, and it was only her and Zoe, sucked into the frozen eternity of endless fireworks and desire.

She felt Zoe’s fast breath against her lips.

Her soft touch, longing for her.

The closeness.

And then, she felt this beautiful smile on Zoe’s face. She knew that moment, she wanted to feel nothing else but this smile radiating over her for the rest of her life, whatever the cost.

“How are you here?” she whispered against Zoe’s lips, before they parted, both panting heavily.

“My birthday,” Zoe said sheepishly as the rain wet their clothes, not that she cared right now.

“Happy birthday,” she then said silently, while leaning in to kiss those soft lips one more time, because reality started to creep up on her with thoughts she should not have.

“Anne,” said Zoe then. “What are we doing here?”

Yes, what are we doing here?

She had no answer to the question.

“I-I don’t know. I—” she stammered as words didn’t come, and Zoe drew slightly back. You can’t let her slip out of your fingers, you can’t. Not after this kiss.

“I smelled you, your scent, it consumed me,” she began, as words poured from her mouth. “I have no idea what we’re doing here. I should be with the wonderful, amazing woman I met two weeks ago, who is so into me that it hurts. And all I can do is think about you. You!”

The last words came out harsher than they should have. There were so many emotions whirling through her. From desire to fear, she couldn’t separate herself from it anymore.

“I can’t stop thinking about you either,” said Zoe silently before her voice got more agitated, even angry. “I should be with Aiden. We have plans, you know. None of the plans involve you! He just threw me a birthday party and introduced me to the President of the United States himself. He offered me the world⁠—”

“Then why are we here?” she asked and separated herself from her emotions as her body was already waiting for the pain to sear through her.

“You tell me, you kissed me,” said Zoe with a colder undertone.

“You kissed me first.”

There they stood, heavy raindrops pelting painfully down on them, when Zoe moved her lips to say something she did not expect. Hoped for, dreamed for, fantasized about, but never thought to hear them—ever.

“I don’t want the world,” Zoe said and closed the distance between them. “I want you.”

There were no more words. The only thing she could do was kiss this wonderful woman in front of her. Should they soak through, should a thunderstorm rage over them, should the world around them burn down, she did not care.

It was only Zoe and her, as something in this universe fell into place, their hands grasping, their lips embracing, their bodies melting into one existence.

“Anne,” whispered Zoe after endless moments between two kisses. “There is something I have to do.”

She was so happy right now that not even the prediction of what was to come would change anything about it.

“It involves him, doesn’t it?” she asked.

“Yes, but not the way you think,” Zoe said, a smile on her face.

“Let’s see to that,” she said with a laugh before the fearful part in her took over. “Please tell me you’re ending it with him.”

Zoe chuckled before she leaned in to whisper in her ear. “What if there’s nothing to end?”

She couldn’t quite grasp what she meant.

“Are you sug—” she began, but Zoe placed her finger on her lips.

“Shh,” Zoe said. “I want you to come over tomorrow, his place. Billionaire’s Row, I’ll text you the exact address and time. Bring an open mind.”

Her mind already jumped to conclusions.

“I’m not going to be your unicorn,” she said defensively.

“I’d never ask you to be one. It’s nothing of the matter. You just need to sign an NDA.”

“An NDA?”

“So, we can talk freely.”

The thoughts in her mind tried to make sense of it, but there was nothing she could think of that came close.

“Okay?” she half-said, half asked.

“Please don’t freak,” Zoe said.

“I won’t. I’m coming,” with that, she grasped Zoe’s hand. Suddenly, a wet tongue licked over hers.

It was only then that she processed the dog at Zoe’s side.

“So, that’s the dog he gave you,” she said. She was more of a cat person herself, but it was cute.

“Yes, that’s Alice,” said Zoe. “She seems to like you.”

“Don’t Golden Retrievers like anybody in general?” she asked as she bent down to give the wet, very smelly dog a cuddle.

“True,” said Zoe, laughing vibrantly.

That laugh, she thought as more warmth radiated through her chest. It was the laugh that haunted her nights and removed any second-guessing from her mind.
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ZOE
PLAYLIST: ALL NIGHT – PAROV STELAR


“What the hell happened to you?” asked Aiden, who probably stood a couple of yards away from her. She could only laugh, because water ran from her hair down and dripped onto the floor, her soaked shoes squeaked with every step, and Alice shook herself next to her, making water drops fly through the entire entrance.

“It’s started to rain,” she said, still laughing.

“I couldn’t tell,” he said sardonically, an audible smile on his face. “I’m getting you two a towel.”

“I’d like my own,” she called after him. “Alice smells.”

“Wet dogs have that effect, yes,” he said and called while walking somewhere to her right, “Let me see if I have two spare towels.”

“Imagine being a trillionaire and only having one towel,” she shouted after him, which resulted in a snort.

He came back, handing her a towel, threw one over Alice, and rubbed her dry.

“Thanks for cleaning her,” she said while wringing out her hair, and then started to undress. Her clothes were as soaked as her shoes, including her underwear.

It was several minutes before she was dry and back in dry clothes. An awkward moment of silence fell over them when she came back from the closet.

“You made it,” he then said to bridge the moment. “Wet, but you made it.”

“I did,” she said proudly. She leaned against the wall she had used as guidance and took a deep breath. “Listen, Aiden.”

“Uh-oh,” he said cautiously, yet curious.

“There is something I have to tell you, well, or rather something we have to talk about.”

“I suppose it has something to do with you meeting Anne,” he said.

“You had me followed?” she asked while trying to keep the judgment from her tone. She had suspected as much because he was after everything, a control freak.

“Of course, Kitten. I’d never let you walk alone through Central Park at night without your sight.”

As he already knew, there was no need for diplomacy any longer, and maybe it was easier that way.

“Here’s the thing, I have a proposal, but it requires you to have an open mind.”

“Let’s hear it,” he said from several feet away.

She didn’t know the words that came out of her mouth until they came over her lips. Maybe it would all blow up in her face, but after all she had talked about with Aiden, it might just all work out fine. Because what she felt towards Anne couldn’t be contained anymore.

It was like she had unleashed a beast in her that now longed for more. Because kissing Anne was the hottest and most liberating thing she had ever done. It wasn’t about performance. It wasn’t about doing what would make her desirable. It was about being who she truly was.

“I want to be with Anne. You want to be with men, but you can’t, for known reasons. I want us to be open with Anne about what we’re planning; she’s willing to sign an NDA. Let us fool the world, because honestly, I love it, and then let us enjoy what we truly desire.”

Moments of silence followed in which her heart pounded in her chest, so loud she thought it to be audible all the way to San Francisco.

Then, he walked over to her. He came so close that his perfume consumed her in the prepossessing wave rolling over her.

“Are you proposing a lavender marriage, Kitten?” His voice was longing, filled with disbelief.

Her body confirmed it without her control, and she had to bite her lip as her mouth tugged into a devilish smirk.

“I believe I am.”

Stupid words coming out of my mouth, she cursed at herself.

“I’d better get down on my knees, then,” he said, and she couldn’t believe what was happening when he really did.

“Aiden,” she said, because she hadn’t expected him to roll with any of it. “Are you fucking serious?”

“I am, Kitten. And if you move your hand here—” he grasped her hand from below and directed it to something in the middle between them. “You know how serious.”

Her hand touched something firm and velvet, and everything in her blanked.

“I planned to do it tonight, in front of everyone, even before we talked in that room. But it didn’t feel right, so I didn’t.”

“So you’re saying yes to my plan?” she asked.

“I do,” he said from his kneeling position. “And not because I need you for my plans, but because you illuminate my darkness in a way that I and no one else ever could. Even without your sight, you make me see the light I never knew was there.”

The corners of her mouth tugged into a wide smile.

“Marry me, Kitten. Lavender-marry me.”

There wasn’t much to think about.

“Yes, I’ll lavender-marry you,” she said, pulling him up and adding, “With the condition that Anne is on board with it.”

He sniggered.

And just like that, she had what indeed was a diamond ring on her finger, from none other than Aiden Crane.
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When she woke the next morning, her body felt once again like a truck had run her over. The over-indulgence of drugs and alcohol, combined with not many hours of sleep, made her pay. When she brushed over her eyes, she felt the ring on her finger, and all the memories streamed into her head.

Now, in her half-way sane morning state, it all seemed like a crazy dream.

“Good morning, beautiful lavender-wife,” said Aiden, who came into the room. “I have breakfast for you.”

Wife, she repeated in her head, repressing a snort.

“Thanks,” she said, sleepy while heaving herself into a sitting position. “Do you happen to have some Ibuprofen, too?”

“I do. We could also start with what we ended, which helps with a headache, too.”

“I think I want to be sane for today,” she said.

“As you wish, my dear.”

He sat down next to her in the bed and handed her everything.

“Better?” he asked after she swallowed the pill.

“Is there something you want, or why the rush?” she asked him with a drawn-up eyebrow.

“I have a question.”

“Yes?” she asked, expecting something in the range of him wanting to do certain things or planning to do something.

“Are we still going to fuck?”

Good morning to you, too, thought the voice in her head.

“I have a question in return for you,” she then said with a chuckling huff. “Do you really want to fuck with me, or any other woman in the past, or is it simply something you did to become a version others want you to become?”

It had only dawned on her yesterday, after that sensation lingered with her after kissing Anne, that all she ever did sexually with men had been a performance. A performance to be loved, seen, adored, and feel safe.

So, naturally, she had lost herself in it. She had become what others wanted her to be, to get the things her hurt inner self wanted. And by kissing a woman, all this desire was gone. She could just be as the world in her fell in place.

“Ouch,” he said. “A bit early to be called out like this, ma’am.”

“A bit early to be asked strange questions,” she told him.

“Touché, Kitten,” he said and then switched to a more conversational tone. “When’s Anne coming over?”

“When I tell her to,” she said, a bit too authoritatively.

“Is she a sub, too?” he asked. She had never given it much of a thought. Anne had always been so perfect that she could hardly believe that a woman like her had kinks.

“She might, dunno. She’s the perfect golden child, you know. I’d be surprised if.”

“I’ll let you in on a little secret,” he then said in a silent tone. “The more perfect they are on the outside, the darker the fantasies. You’ll see.”

She barked out a laugh. “Is that so?”

“I’ve never been wrong. They try to hide their fantasies behind the facade of the perfect girl that always plays by the rules, but deep down…”

She didn’t listen to him anymore. Her mind had wandered off into her own fantasy, and suddenly she found herself with blushing cheeks and a prickling core as she imagined Anne to kneel in front of her.

A fantasy that resisted any distraction and was stuck in her mind until it was five to 3 p.m. and they were waiting for the elevator with Anne in it to arrive in the penthouse.

“Be on your good behaviour,” she hissed at Aiden when the elevator opened with a bing.

“Always, Kitten. Always,” he said quietly and walked up to the elevator, Alice’s footsteps somewhere between them. “Dr. Charleston,” he welcomed Anne with the politest tone she ever heard him use.

“Mr. Crane,” said Anne. She could hear the suspicion in Anne’s stiff tone.

She listened to their strange interaction with Alice wagging through them in pure happiness, as a slightly jittery feeling tried to gain power in her.

What if she is repulsed?

What if she says no?

What if she condemns me?

And then she was there.

Anne.

Right in front of her, with her vanilla scent consuming her, that quietened not only her mind but every what-if. After all that happened, this was supposed to be.

“Hi,” Anne said in a tone as nervous as she herself was.

“Hi,” she said back, smiling and closing the gap between them, kissing her softly, like they had been doing so for years.

“Oh,” was the only thing Anne said in bewilderment. “So⁠—”

“NDA first,” she said. “Aiden, if you will?”

“Dr. Charleston,” said Aiden, and walked with her to the study, where the massive table she had run into twice already was. “What we’re about to discuss requires a monumental amount of protection. And if you decide to sign the NDA, only three people will know, and all of them are in this room. Do you understand?”

“I do,” said Anne, who sounded slightly perplexed still.

“Good, then read, understand, and sign here.”

Paper rustled over the table.

Silence followed.

It was an almost unbearable silence that made her heart beat faster with every passing minute.

She could only imagine Aiden drawing up an airtight muzzle NDA that was even worse than hers.

Anne breathed in sharply here and there, followed by huffs, scoffs, murmurs, and sighs.

“You were thorough,” Anne finally said. “But I’m not signing it unless Paragraph 9, Clause (a to c), and Paragraph 28, Clause (d) are removed.”

“What’s that about?” she asked Aiden.

“Pre-Approval of speech and thought and forensic monitoring,” said Anne. “I will most certainly not run any thought by you, and I won’t strip myself physically and digitally naked because you say so.”

“Aiden,” she said with an eyeroll, “Are you out of your fucking mind? Remove that immediately.”

“Consider it gone,” he said, and she heard him strike it out.

“Huh,” said Anne, and she could feel her gaze as she was apparently impressed by what happened.

More scratching on the paper.

She signed it.

“Now,” said Anne, and let the heavy pen fall onto the paper. “I want answers.”

She wanted to tell Anne everything, but where to start?

“You grew up in society, right?” she asked Anne carefully.

“Yes, but what⁠—?”

“When we met, you told me that you did everything to your parents’ wishes and expectations, and that you sometimes can’t tell who you truly are.”

“Yes,” answered Anne hesitantly.

She was still trying to navigate around the all-changing information when Aiden took matters into his hands.

“I’m gay. That’s what Zoe here tries to tell you, and we have a secret plan to rule the world.” Aiden’s voice didn’t sound like himself. He had apparently masked to speak out what had to be said.

Silence. And then laughter. Prepossessing, consuming, heart-warming laughter.

“You’re kidding, right?” asked Anne between two laughs. “You two kissed, there is that ring on your finger, and you did what not.”

She saw the ring. Of course.

“Not kidding,” she answered.

Anne’s laughter died.

“We did all the stuff. Because that’s what you do. What society tells you to do. It’s different for me than for Aiden. He needs access to certain circles that are closed to gay people because they’re conservative. For me, it was more like I had to meet you to realise that I actually like women.”

“I…I’m—” began Anne and stopped, and she felt how overwhelmed Anne was, so she turned to Aiden.

“Aiden, give us a moment, please.”

“Remember what I told you, Kitten,” he said with a devilish undertone when he got up and walked away. “Everything you may need is in your closet.”

He, of course, meant that Anne hid dark fantasies behind her façade, but what he meant by the closet, she did not get.

And then, she was alone with her.

She let her hand wander over to her thigh, which felt so wonderfully right.

“Listen, Anne. I know this is a lot, and I can also feel that you are very far out of your comfort zone⁠—”

“I am,” Anne said.

“So, from where I stand, there are two doors leading from her,” she said. “Door number one is, you know what you now know, go home and we never see each other again, because this is not your world.”

“And the second?” asked Anne.

She breathed in and out with her heart pounding into her throat before she took a leap of faith into Aiden’s words.

“Door number two is you can live with me being lavender-married to Aiden, and you want to be my girlfriend. And because you do, you will get up, kneel in front of me, and be my good girl.”
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ANNE
PLAYLIST: BURN – ELLIE GOULDING


She was too perplexed to bring words to her lips. It was like a bad dream that was so addictive she couldn’t wake up from it, and maybe she didn’t want to. In her, desires roared to be let free. Desires that were never allowed to be, because her parents, including everyone else she knew, would never approve.

She wasn’t one to have kinky fantasies, not one to be open with her sex life. She didn’t even touch herself. And now, arousal spread through her. Arousal that would have all the consequences in the world.

“Anne,” said Zoe. “Pick door number two.”

It wasn’t an order.

It wasn’t that she tried to convince her.

It was Zoe expressing how much she wanted her.

It was the little push she needed.

And then she acted, blowing all the consequences in the wind, because for once in her life she was allowed to do something dark and twisted.

She got up, pushed the chair under the table, removed her shoes, and knelt. Her hands shook slightly, so she closed her eyes to ignore the outside world in shame.

But the moment she did, a sensation of freedom flooded through her, because she was doing something entirely for herself.

Suddenly, Zoe’s palms cupped her face.

The sensation of her touch sent a million lightnings striking on her skin.

Zoe’s lips met hers, and fireworks exploded in her core.

This is unreal, she thought. Only it was real.

“I want you so badly,” whispered Zoe against her lips. “All of you. I want to feel you, explore you, consume you, love you.”

And just like that, a shudder of epic proportions ran down her back, causing goosebumps to spread on her skin. Whatever would happen afterwards, she didn’t care, because within the matter of a few seconds, she knew that Zoe was the one. The One.

“Take me,” she said, as if stirred from a different power.

That sweet huff that left her mouth.

The firm grasp.

And nothing mattered anymore.

“I am going to undress you,” said Zoe. “If there’s anything you don’t want to do, anything that feels too much, you say ‘stop’ and we’ll stop immediately, understood?”

She nodded.

“What do you say the moment you don’t want something?” Her voice switched into something so demanding that her mind just shut off. Gone was the shaking hands, the jittery feeling. What was there was focus and lust she had never felt before.

“I say stop.”

“Good,” said Zoe with a smile. “Close your eyes.”

She did, and for a moment nothing happened. At some point, it was almost unbearable, because her mind turned on again. She tried to listen for her breath or anything that indicated her presence, but it wasn’t there.

What is she doing? Should I just sit here? Did she go away? Is she trying to torture me?

She moved slightly as uncomfortably took over.

“Don’t you dare move,” said Zoe harshly from somewhere behind her.

She stiffened her body immediately because she was always the best at what she did, and she’d continue to do so.

Then, she heard movement behind her.

What is going on there?

And then, she felt her.

Her touch, as Zoe caressed her head. She couldn’t help but move her head slightly to lean into the touch.

It was then that Zoe’s finger trailed from the back of her head to the top, almost as if she tried to put her hair in a ponytail. What a wonderful feeling, she thought, before Zoe grasped her hair by the scalp and pulled her head back.

She gasped out because she was ripped out of her thoughts. Desire exploded out of her when Zoe’s lips met hers from above.

Never, ever in her life had she been kissed like this.

“Mhhhm,” breathed Zoe out with a vibrant resonance, hitting her core that made goosebumps spread over her entire body. Zoe’s lips then wandered over her neck. The warm breath alone made her shudder from anticipation.

She still had her head fallen back, as Zoe’s hand pulled up her blouse. She pulled it over her head, and it landed somewhere next to her on the floor. The bra followed.

Zoe’s hand caressed her body, and it was only then that she remembered that Zoe had never seen her. She was probably exploring her body through touch to get an image of her in her head.

Another shudder ran over her body when Zoe knelt behind her, and Zoe’s body touched hers from behind as she brought both hands around her and cupped her breasts with crossed arms.

It was so close, so intimate, she couldn’t help but let herself fall into her touch. Never had she experienced a connection like this.

“I love how your body feels,” whispered Zoe in her ear while she massaged one of her breasts and played with the nipple between two fingers.

Oh lord, she cursed in her mind as she melted from her words and the sensation. It caused her to roll her hips in lust.

Zoe used the movement to fumble open her pants one-handedly, which was not easy. But she did it as she had never done anything else.

“Open your legs,” ordered Zoe.

For one tiny second, her mind tried to turn on again as she moved her knees further away and therefore opened the access to her most private zone. Zoe’s hand slid down to her sensible parts.

What if she doesn’t like hair? What if she’s⁠—

But the moan that came from Zoe’s mouth shut out her inner dialogue entirely.

It was the hottest moan she had ever heard, because it came from the arousal that stirred in Zoe, and it felt so unbelievably good to please.

Her core was dripping wet when Zoe’s finger slid underneath her panties, and her fingers moved down. Zoe massaged her clit for a moment in soft and then firmer circles. Automatically, she rolled her hips against her touch.

Suddenly, teeth dug softly into her neck. Painful enough to make her squeak, soft enough to make her moan. And between the rubbing of her clit, the massage of her breast, the biting, and Zoe’s body behind her, her body began to vibrate. Her breathing flattened, and she was so close to coming.

“You won’t come right now,” said Zoe. “If you do, I’m gonna spank you.”

She was completely perplexed.

She doesn’t want me to come? Isn’t that the whole point?

“Why?” she blurted out.

“Because you’ll do as I say,” said Zoe and whispered in her ear, “It will make it infinitely better.”

It cost her everything not to come, because Zoe teased her. The rubbing around her clit, which was by now swollen and overly sensitive, reached her core that screamed for a release.

And then, just when she was on the verge of coming, with her hips shaking from the control, Zoe stopped, only to enter her with two fingers.

Nothing about it was soft. It was demanding. Possessive. Consuming. Taking.

Zoe fucked her with her fingers in a way that made lust explode from her. Zoe’s finger moved in her and hit the perfect angle, touching her most heated area down there. And at some point, she just couldn’t anymore.

“I need to come,” she breathed out while trying to keep herself together. But she just couldn’t. It was as if she tried to keep a spitting volcano in check—impossible.

She felt Zoe’s lips smile against her neck.

“Come for me, princess.”

Princess. The word immediately went into her soul.

And then she came.

Desire exploded in pulsating desire from her core.

Zoe held her close while she rode out the orgasm with her.

Holy mother of god, was the first thing that came to mind when she was able to think again. And it was the moment she knew why it didn’t work out with all the others.
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ZOE
PLAYLIST: FIRE BREATHER – LAUREL


She didn’t recognize herself as her body and mouth acted on their own accord. Anne’s body felt so unbelievably good, and all she wanted was to become one with her.

As Anne’s body vibrated in her touch, she couldn’t help the pride washing through her chest. She hadn’t been with a woman before, and on the few occasions she had thought about it, she had always pushed it away in fear of not knowing what she was doing, but with Anne, it all came so naturally.

There was no need to think—there was just acting. She let her body flow into the connection they shared, making everything feel so light.

She stood up while letting her hand glide over Anne’s lovely, soft skin. Over her arm and shoulder until only one finger trailed up her neck, almost not touching her.

Anne’s shudder was everything, and she couldn’t keep it together any longer.

Her hand grasped her hair by the scalp and pulled back her head again.

She leaned in on Anne until her lips almost met hers.

“I’m going to get something. You’ll stay here and keep your eyes on the ground.”

“Yes,” breathed Anne out.

In her, everything shouted to kiss her, while Anne’s body trembled in longing. But she would not give her the satisfaction right now, not Anne, not herself. It was all about the play, the teasing, the buildup, the longing—and it took all her control not to do it.

“Alice,” she said sharply while she breathed in Anne for another moment in blissful anticipation. Alice was by her side the very moment, leaning against the side of her leg, and she let go of Anne’s head.

“Walk by and guide,” she told Alice, which was one of the most amazing things about this dog, because she had learned to walk close to her as a guiding entity. She helped her avoid obstacles, stop, and go in certain directions simply by walking along her leg.

“Closet,” she told Alice, who guided her every step of the way. Reaching the bedroom, she walked with Alice to the closet, who stopped just in time before she got to the door.

“Wait here,” she told her, as she felt her way into the closet. It had only dawned on her minutes ago what Aiden had meant when he referenced her closet when he left.

And then she found the right drawer. The one with all sorts of toys, shackles, ropes, blindfolds, and⁠—

Strap-on.

For just one tiny second, a wave of fear rolled over her.

What the fuck am I doing here?

“Shut up,” she told herself and grabbed the strap-on with a pad, a dildo, and ropes.

Alice waited patiently for her.

“Walk and guide back, sweet girl,” she told her.

Her heart pounded in her throat, resulting in a claustrophobic sensation in her own body when she reached the study.

She did not say a word when she walked up to Anne, which was part of the game. Alice’s paws made enough noise on the wooden floor to let Anne know she was coming back.

Anne’s breathing was audibly heavy; she was apparently just as nervous as her.

“Do you have any idea what I have here?” she asked, standing behind Anne.

“No.”

“Good. Tell me what you want me to do,” she said.

“I-I-um—” began Anne to stutter while shifting uncomfortably.

“Don’t move,” she said clearly. “Answer me.”

But Anne kept her mouth shut.

“Let me rephrase,” she said to make it easier for her. “What do you like?”

“I-I don’t know,” said Anne with a shaking voice.

“You don’t know what pleases you?” she asked.

“Not really,” said Anne, almost inaudible. Apparently, the topic was very uncomfortable for her.

Huh, she thought.

She let the back of her finger glide from Anne’s neck down to her collarbone.

“Do you like this?”

“Yes, I do,” Anne answered, leaning slightly into her touch.

She put the stuff she brought onto the floor and knelt behind Anne. Then, she let her hands wander around Anne to grasp her breasts and massage them.

“Do you like this?” she asked while massaging them softly. “Or this?” she added while she rubbed her nipples between her fingers with pressure.

A gasp left Anne’s throat.

“The latter,” she said.

She couldn’t help the smirk appear on her face as Aiden might have been right after all.

When she let her hands wander deeper, she breathed in Anne’s hair from behind, which opened a world of its own to her.

With her left hand, she trailed between Anne’s legs, and when she reached her still swollen clit, she began to draw circles around it with her finger.

“Do you like this?” she asked with a whisper as her own lust spread through her core. “Or do you like this?” she added as her hand moved back and then spanked her pussy with a flat-hand slap.

Anne rolled up her hips slightly and squeaked from the slap. It was all she needed to know.

“The latter,” breathed Anne out and let her head fall back.

“You know what I believe?” she asked her without waiting for an answer. “I believe you have dark, dark fantasies, but you’re a little Miss Perfect who is afraid to mouth them. Am I right?”

One deep breath.

Come on, say it.

“Yes,” said Anne, a tremor running through her body.

A huge smile appeared on her face. One that she couldn’t suppress as she wandered with her lips over Anne’s neck from her ear down to her shoulder. And when she reached that sweet spot where the neck went over into the shoulders, she bit into it. Hard enough for her to make Anne squeal, soft enough not to leave a bruise.

“Tell me a fantasy of yours,” she ordered her softly. Anne’s body became rigid the very moment the words had left her mouth.

God, you are so closed up, she thought.

Moments passed where Anne just breathed heavily.

“I—” she then began very silently. “I want to be tied up and tongue-fucked.” Anne shuddered the moment she had said it, and she leaned forward and apparently hid her face in her hands.

“You don’t need to hide,” she said while caressing her naked, cold back. “There’s nothing wrong about it. I love it.”

“You do?” asked Anne incredulously.

“I do. Tell me another one.”

“I want to be tied up, immobilized, and then⁠—”

A humming sound left her just imagining Anne being tied up.

“—spanked.”

“So you like to be a bad girl that gets her ass spanked?” she asked with a tugged-up corner of her mouth, because she couldn’t wait to do it.

“Yes,” Anne said with a shaking voice.

“Mhm,” she breathed out. “I like that, too.”

And without thinking twice about it, she said, “On all fours.”

Anne reacted immediately.

It wasn’t easy to aim well without her sight, so she let her left hand glide over Anne’s back to her small but firm bum for orientation. Only then, she swung back her right hand.

Her hand landed on Anne’s bum with a satisfying smack.

A confirming gasp came out of Anne’s mouth, followed by a whisper that might have been an “Oh my god.”

“You’ve been a really naughty girl,” she said playfully. “Not telling me directly what you want.”

Smack.

“Such a little Miss Perfect.”

Smack.

“Tell me how much you like it.”

Smack.

“Oh my God,” shouted Anne, now louder.

“That’s what I wanna hear from my good little girl,” she told her. “Three more.”

Smack.

Smack.

Her own heat burned through her core, and it needed all her self-control not to dig her face into her pussy right now—the one that sent her into oblivion with the scent of pheromones it spread right now.

Apparently, spanking made Anne purr like a kitten, and she was sure she’d find wetness encasing her fingers when she slid them between Anne’s folds.

One last smack, and then she couldn’t keep it together any longer.

Her hand trailed between Anne’s legs into the heated, swollen, and wet area she wanted to caress and eat.

She let her middle and ring finger slip into the wet entrance, and finger-fucked her for a moment to turn her on even more. And then she couldn’t control herself anymore.

She slipped out of her fingers before she leaned forward.

“Arch your back and present me your pussy,” she said. Anne reacted immediately, offering her what she desired.

She dug her face into her. Consuming scent. Phenomenal taste. And her body purred in desire for the woman in front of her. She let her tongue wander around the dripping entrance before she would fulfill Anne's fantasy. It was all about the play. The built-up.

Her tongue entered Anne, who whimpered in lust. And just like that, she fucked her with her tongue. Moans that became louder with every movement she made followed. Moans that turned her own to a point she couldn’t control herself.

It was so hot she didn’t care about the pain it caused in her almost cramping tongue.

She brought up one hand to massage Anne’s vibrating clit.

“I need to come,” Anne shouted out, and without waiting for approval, she moved away from her touch, as a trembling sensation rushed through her.

I just made her come with my tongue and hand alone, told a part of her herself. But that part should shut the fuck up. She was someone else right now. That feral version of lust spitting fire from her core.

“I didn’t allow you to come,” she said darkly. “You really are a bad girl.”

“I—“ began Anne with a trembling voice.

“You know what I do with bad girls?”

“Spank them?” asked Anne with a weak voice.

“That, and they get fucked with the strap-on.”

A lustful humming noise came from Anne’s throat.

“But that’s what you want, don’t you?”

“Uh-hm,” whispered Anne silently.

A smirk ran over her face because it couldn’t get any better than this.

It took her a moment to put on and adjust the strap-on with the pad until everything fit perfectly, and she didn't rush. She wanted Anne to await it and get nervous about it.

She wasn’t even nervous at this point. Everything with Anne was as they’d done it forever, even the awkward moments. What also helped was the fact that Anne Charleston, the famous successful doctor, apparently was a wallflower.

“You tell me if it’s too hard or deep,” she told Anne when she was ready to go. “Promise me.”

“I will,” answered Anne with a still shaking voice.

“Good. Now sit up straight, arms in front of you.”

Anne did as told.

She moved so close that the cold dildo from the strap on moved between Anne’s legs, who rolled her hips away for a second.

“Wrists up,” she ordered her, as she grasped the rope and brought it in front of Anne.

“I’m gonna tie up your wrists so you bend down like a good girl.”

Anne only nodded.

She lay the rope carefully around Anne’s wrists before she pulled it close and slid the end through the loop in the middle. Bondaging someone without her vision was, at this point, not even hard anymore. She had gotten so used to being without her vision that she didn’t even recognize it most of the time—only when she ran into something again because she was too proud to call Alice.

“Down on your forearms,” she then said, and pushed Anne slightly forward.

“Uh-oh,” Anne shouted, gasped, and apparently caught herself.

Then, she grasped her hip with one hand, guiding the dildo to Anne’s entrance. She spat on it to lubricate it a bit, although Anne was so wet that it was utterly unnecessary.

Feeling the dildo glide into her was an extraordinary feeling. Anne was so responsive, moving her body in perfect sync with hers. The pressure of the strap-on did the rest for her. The feeling of it on her, Anne’s moans, the play, it all made her shake internally.

She fucked her. Hard. As hard as she could. The sound of their skin clashing onto each other resounded through the room, and then she leaned forward to grasp Anne’s ponytail, slung it around her arm, and pulled her slightly up while thrusting in her relentlessly.

“Oh my goodness, Zoe!” shouted Anned.

Her muscles ached from the pain caused by keeping all the power, but she did not care. What she cared about was making Anne shout her name and come again.

As if Anne had heard the thought, she moaned out, “I need to come, Zoe. I need to!”

“Come,” she said as her own core vibrated. Coming was so hard for her, but the entire situation was so hot that she came with the trembling Anne, without even touching herself. Never had she held this possible.

A heated lightning struck through her as the wave of her own orgasm ebbed away, and Anne collapsed to her feet.

She removed the strap-on and lay down on her back next to Anne on the floor, who panted heavily, like herself.

“That was fucking amazing,” she said after a while and caressed with her hand over Anne’s head with her sweaty hair.

“Total understatement,” said Anne, who lifted her head and chest and moved closer to her. “You’re like a sex-goddess.”

They both cracked up in loud laughter.

“I have no idea where that came from. Apparently, I channelled one,” she then said and kissed Anne on the forehead. Anne’s hand wandered over her body, softly caressing her skin.

“As long as you are my sex-goddess,” said Anne, then in a whisper as she began to kiss her.

“I so am,” she answered with a smile, as she felt Anne’s lips smiling against her lips.

It was this moment that she knew Anne was the one she had been searching for her entire life. The One.


EPILOGUE



ANNE

Playlist: Opalite – Taylor Swift

“Here,” she whispered into Zoe’s ear. “Feel it.”

Her heart beat as a pulsating knot in her throat. She had no idea what Zoe would say. Zoe loved to grab her by the long hair, which was now gone. It was something she had to do. Without warning, without even talking to anyone about it. It was the one thing she had to do for herself.

After years of being the perfect daughter, she had to become who she truly was. And that person didn’t have long brown hair, but a short, white-blonde Buzzcut.

“Oh my God,” gasped Zoe, producing a sinking feeling in her stomach that made her regret her decision for the tiniest moment.

Zoe’s hand wandered over her head again, back and forth in a caressing way. “I love it,” said Zoe. “It feels amazing.”

“It does?” she asked incredulously while secretly feeling the same way about it. “You do?”

“I so do,” answered Zoe, her beautiful face lit with a wide grin. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I didn’t want you to stop me, it was something I had to do for me,” she said, almost like a little girl who knew she did something bad and waited for the reprimand.

Zoe cupped her face.

“Listen to me very closely,” Zoe said in a sharp tone. “You can be whoever you want with me, I don’t care what hair you have or how your body looks, none of it matters to me. I don’t want your performance. I want the real you.”

Goosebumps spread over her skin as a warm shudder of the most perfect words vibrated through her. There was nothing she could answer to this. So, she kissed Zoe and put all the unspoken things into it.

“I love you,” she whispered against Zoe’s lips between two kisses when she was able to think again.

“I love you, too,” breathed Zoe back against her lips, before a broad smile appeared on her face that transformed into a laugh. “Your mother will freak.”

“She so will,” she answered. “But I don’t care. Let her. She threatened to disinherit me a dozen times by now, but she never does. Shall she do it. I can be on my own. I want to be on my own. I’m done being her puppet. It’s time to be me.”

Zoe’s hand wandered down to her pants and pulled her close by the belt. Boy-Pants she wore for the first time. She wanted it to look stronger. Fiercer.

“So, tell me, who are you, Anne Charleston?” asked Zoe while gliding with her lips over her neck.

Words came automatically over her lips before she could even think.

“I wanna be badass.” Not that she hadn’t been badass in her life so far, as a neurosurgeon, she had been badass many times. But this was personal. Not work. Because of Zoe, she finally knew who she was outside the hospital. She knew who she was as a person.

She expected Zoe to laugh; instead, she nibbled at her earlobe and whispered, “Mhm, I love a badass woman as long as she knows how to kneel for me.”

The heated, jittery feeling she always had when Zoe said something like this rushed through her body, and maybe it was the new haircut that gave her some strange new confidence regarding her sex life, but instead of just biting her lip, she grasped Zoe by the scalp of her hair and pulled back her head.

“And what if I want you to kneel for me?” she asked with a voice that didn’t sound like her own.

“Then I’d tell you to say the word,” answered Zoe with a devilish smile and added with the attitude she so loved about her, “I happen to be very good at licking, you know.”

Words failed her. In a good way. Because her mind had turned off and into this endless lust. A day ago, she had never dared to switch her roles, although she had wanted to do so for ages.

“I know,” she said. “But what if I want you to suck the strap on?”

“Then I’d tell you that I heard that I am extraordinarily good at sucking cock, and I’d rather suck a strap-on attached to you.”

She couldn’t keep the smirk from her face. The smirk that couldn’t wait to see Zoe kneeling for her.

“I have one question, though,” said Zoe, and a sinking feeling rushed through her.

“What?”

“Do you want to be a man?”

She felt slightly taken aback because the question was so deep and came out so casually. She let go of Zoe to think about. She had never given it much thought because she loved being a woman most of the time. Sometimes her job would be easier as a man, but that wouldn’t be a reason.

“No,” she said. “I like who I am. I just needed a slightly more masculine appearance, I suppose.”

“I always loved masc-looking women,” Zoe said. “But I was just curious, because of the hair, and you usually don’t like wearing the strap-on.”

“I know,” she said, considering what Zoe said. “I think it’s because I just don’t like men.”

“Huh,” said Zoe. “So, you don’t like men but masculinity?”

“I suppose I do,” she answered hesitantly.

“I can totally agree with that,” said Zoe, grinning, leaned in and whispered into her ear, “Now, say it.”

Without another thought, she grasped Zoe by the jaw, kissed her softly, and whispered against her lips, “Kneel. Kneel for me.”

Heat rushed through her as Zoe sank softly to the ground. Hell, this is the hottest thing I have ever seen, she thought.

“No, she won’t,” cut a male voice suddenly through the air. It was none other than Aiden, and it made her entire body groan in annoyance.

“Weren’t you supposed to be in the Caribbean?” she asked, pissed, without turning around.

“I was, but when the President calls you to a dinner with his friends, you come and play fetch.”

“You do what other men tell you to, interesting. Here I was, thinking you’re the alpha male who doesn’t let anyone tell him what to do,” she snapped at him, not without noticing the malevolent smirk on Zoe’s face. She knew that Zoe loved it when they bickered and Aiden got a portion of his own medicine.

“Interesting choice of hair,” said Aiden coldly instead of responding to her words.

“I love it,” said Zoe, who got up with a smile. “Please don’t tell me I need to attend that dinner, too.”

“You will have to. Meaning, get ready. Bring her too, by all means. It’s a fundraiser for his extracurricular activities; it won’t be a non-issue,” said Aiden with a knowing look. They all knew what he didn’t say.

Zoe groaned exactly like she felt about it.

“I think I’ll let you two to it,” she then said. “I don’t have anything fitting for my new hair right now.”

“Don’t leave me alone there,” said Zoe. “Seriously, we can get you something to wear. How often can we do something like that without questions asked?”

Zoe glanced at her with her sweetest of smiles and walked with her fingers over her arm to convince. Who could resist a woman like her?

“Okay,” she said hesitantly. “But I want a suit. A really sexy woman’s suit.”

“We can make that happen,” said Zoe with a laugh. “I’m sure Aiden’s tailors can come up with something.”

“They can,” said Aiden. “I got something for you,” he then added, and gave Zoe an envelope.

“What’s that?” asked Zoe.

“The settlement came through. 12.5 million, a public statement, and Homan gets fired.”

One moment of silence.

Homan gets fired, she repeated in her mind,

“Oh my god,” breathed Zoe out and grasped her arm. “We did it.”

Yes, we did it.

You did it, my love.
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“I need to get out of here,” she whispered silently into Zoe’s ears. “I can’t listen to that bullshit one more minute.”

Zoe nodded her head to the left, where she sat, telling her to get up.

“Bathroom,” said Zoe silently to Aiden on her right by putting a hand on his thigh. Aiden looked at them with a drawn-up eyebrow, and she couldn’t help but roll her eyes slightly at him and mouthed, “We’ll be back.”

She then held out her arm for Zoe to take and walk her out of the huge dining room, where leaders and businesspeople from around the world were gathered. They did not speak the entire way to the bathroom because there were cameras everywhere.

“Urgh,” groaned Zoe out when they closed the bathroom door. “This is a nightmare.”

“My brain cells are dying just listening to him rambling,” she said, equally annoyed.

“I know. It’s sooooo bad. I think my ears hurt.”

“Please tell me this won’t be the entire evening,” she said with a sigh.

“I hope not. There will be food and conversation later, I suppose.”

“You have to make up for that later,” she said with a scoff of annoyance but a smile on her face.

“If I survive this, I will make it up with your order,” said Zoe, grinning.

And right this moment, here in the golden bathroom in an estate she never believed nor wanted to set foot in, she fell in love with the woman in front of her all over again, because Zoe made her truly see the beauty of the world for the first time.

Not the beauty that lay in golden bathrooms and other luxuries, but the beauty of a human being who meant the world to her, with all her light filling every inch of her body.

A deep sense of contentment just by gazing at her radiated through her chest.

Just by listening to her.

Just by being with her.

Just by feeling her.

And she knew this moment, this would be forever.

ZOE

Playlist: Only Love Can Hurt Like This – Paloma Faith

“You’ll love it,” said Aiden, and threw something in front of her onto the table set for breakfast.

“What’s that?”

“The editorial for the TIME,” answered Mitch, who had come home with Aiden.

“You look like you had a long night,” said Anne, who leaned over and snapped the magazine.

“They came home at 5, a couple of minutes after you left for your shift,” she told Anne in a knowing tone that made Aiden growl.

Silence followed. And then Anne snorted out, covering her in morning tea.

“Ewww!” she said, wiping the drops from her face and the table. “Sorry,” said Anne, who was definitely not sorry, between two laughs. “But this is gold as much as it is disgusting.”

“What’s on it?” she asked. She wanted to know, too.

“It’s a photo from the shooting,” explained Aiden, “the one where I stand behind you while you sat on that strange bench thing that looked like a spank bank. You look quite devoted into my eyes, and well, the title couldn’t have been picked worse.”

“Can you please just tell me?” she asked harshly.

It was Anne who read it aloud in a very overdone voice, trying very hard not to lose her shit entirely as she couldn’t contain her giggles.

“Control. Aiden and Zoe Crane, The Trillionaire and His Wife Behind Closed Doors.”

She had to laugh now, too. Wholeheartedly. At this point, they were so good that they managed to fool the TIME Magazine with their story.

“That one will open the last doors,” he said. “I’m heading to Switzerland tomorrow to meet with the banks, and afterwards we’ll send out the invitations.”

The plan was a masterpiece that would either crown or kill them. What it would be was to be seen. They were working on it for over two years now, after the idea had come in a night of too many drugs and alcohol—the state where great plans were usually made.

Aiden’s penthouse in New York had somehow become the headquarters of the operation, with the framed napkin of the original scribble of the plan hung on the wall.

“Everything tech-wise is ready,” she told him. “Only the stock transfer is left. No one got wind of it so far; it was brilliant to split it into the private shells.”

“Because you are brilliant,” said Anne next to her.

Her cheeks blushed immediately. She was still not used to getting compliments, although Anne gave her one every day since they met.

“Let’s not celebrate before it’s done,” said Aiden with a growl.

“Get the stick out of your ass,” she said with a chuckle that made Anne laugh. “It’ll work.” She had to be toxic positive at this point, because otherwise she’d lose her shit.

After all, they were about to scam not only the President of the United States but also the wealthiest people in the country and on the planet.

And the fact that they talked about it so casually while having breakfast was the wildest thing about it.

“She has a point,” said Mitch. “Calm down. We planned it thoroughly. It’ll be alright.”

Aiden groaned, and she was sure she heard an eyeroll from his tone. It still amazed her how Mitch managed to keep him in check like that. Sure, they knew each other for a long time, and since last year, they were a thing—unofficially, of course, but Mitch radiated calmness over Aiden’s heated character, and he had grown on her. They had so much fun most of the days, that she couldn’t imagine a different life any longer.

But everything was about to change. Tomorrow would change everything.

And when tomorrow came, her body was in a state of total rush.

Aiden’s text came through at exactly 4 p.m..

Aiden


Send them




We are really doing this, she told herself, before she pressed the button. It had all been set weeks before. The date. The people. The venue. The invitation. The presentation. The only thing missing had been the banks.

“I sent it,” she whispered as the voice on her laptop confirmed it.

Everything that came afterwards was like a blur to her.

Aiden came back that night.

They talked through the entire night as he updated them on what happened with the banks.

They got ready for the evening. Aiden led her to the venue.

Applause as they walked into the room.

Aiden, who walked the audience through his story, slowly priming them for the investment option.

The talks, until he dropped the fake insider news they had manufactured for special picks.

It was time for her play.

The devoted wife.

The fake pregnancy.

The spitting image of conservative values displayed to fool them all.

“You were wonderful,” whispered Aiden in her ear when they finally walked outside, where Mitch and the car were already waiting for them. “They all bought it. The Hobermans alone secured our goal. All of them are pulling assets out, and the President promised me ten billion alone, plus the access.”

“Are you kidding?” she asked back in a whisper. “You got it?”

“I got it. It was you, you sold it. Our dynamic. The editorial. Everyone talked about it. They all want to be part of that. None of them sees it coming.”

Goosebumps spread over her arms.

The entire drive home to the Manhattan apartment, they barely spoke. They were both caught up in the frightening magic of the evening, and it would all become reality in a few hours when the stock market would open.

And when the elevator opened, Anne was already waiting for them.

“How did it go?” Anne asked with excitement bursting from her voice.

A wide smile appeared on her face. “Better than any of us could’ve imagined,” she told her.

“So, it worked,” said Anne, beaming.

“It worked,” said Aiden. “When the stock market opens tomorrow, it’ll crash. New York will be the first, and the others will follow.”

After all this time of plotting and planning, she had never been entirely sure Aiden was truly on board with their plan, because it also involved him sacrificing his entire empire for the cause. He had done it, without a blink. She was the one who developed the tech structure behind their schemes. He had transferred billions of assets into offshore accounts, fake shells, and split trusts, all under the pretense of their marriage, entirely under the radar.

He told himself he did it for the cause, for her, and she tried to quieten her mind with it, but she also knew who he was. After all this time, she had never fallen into the trap of underestimating him. While she knew his core—the one that loved and wanted to be loved—she knew what he was capable of.

Morning came.

As predicted, the markets crashed as major investors pulled their assets out of the S&P 500.

The planned PR campaigns with the manufactured framing went out five minutes after the first news broke, swamping the reporting with doubt and fake news, and proudness spread in her as her programmed bot worked perfectly.

The investments in their fake crypto coin and companies came in, carefully scattered into promising and proven investments. Endorsed by the President and all the other business owners.

All the following days were so surreal. At some point, she didn’t even know what time zone she existed in. And when they began buying cheap stocks from the crashing markets with money they had liquidated in silence, her body worked on autopilot.

Day by day, they became the secret, silent majority in all big corporations through scattered investments. And no one would ever know that they were behind all of them. Her screen reader read the numbers to her, and there was this single moment where endless power floated through her. She had never felt anything like it before. And the possibilities that came with it were as wonderful as they were scary.

Maybe she’d wake up tomorrow and all of it had been a dream, maybe all of it was real.

“I’m off to bed,” said Aiden with a hand on her shoulder, ripping her from her thoughts. “You should get some rest, too. Tomorrow will be important.”

Apparently, it was night when her mind calmed down for the first time in days. Tomorrow it’ll all be over.

“I’ll go over it one more time,” she said without thinking. “I don’t feel prepared enough.” What she really wanted to do was linger with the newfound feeling.

“You are more than prepared,” said Anne next to her. “We went through it a trazillion times.”

“She’s right,” said Aiden, which truly meant something, because he usually avoided agreeing with Anne at all times. “You need sleep.”

“One more time,” she said.

“You do what you have to do,” he said and walked out of the room, closing the door behind him.

“What’s going on?” asked Anne.

“If all goes well tomorrow, we’ll be free afterwards,” she said carefully as images rushed through her mind. Possibilities. The ones she never had.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, that it’ll all end tomorrow,” she answered. She knew it was cryptic, but her brain wasn’t able to form the words she needed.

“I still don’t get it,” said Anne through pursed lips.

“You are the one I want to spend my life with,” she said silently. “And no one else.”

Moments of silence passed.

“What are you planning?” asked Anne in an ominous tone.

“Nothing,” she said, because she could not tell her what ideas she had in mind. Ideas that were as wrong as they were dark. And she might never act on them. “You’ll see. Let’s get to bed.”

She didn’t sleep a wink all night. Sleep wouldn’t come as thoughts whirled through her mind.

When she got up somewhere in the early morning hours to shower with the water pelting down on her, she still hadn’t made up her mind. There was this small window—this one chance.

She hadn’t made up her mind until she walked down the stairs without Alice through the sleeping Manhattan penthouse.

She hadn’t made up her mind when she opened the drawer by the elevator with all the keys and the gun in it.

Her hand closed around the gun.

It was such a powerful feeling in her hand, in her entire body.

She slid the drawer closed.

And then she heard the footsteps behind her.

Aiden’s.

She drew the gun without thinking about it.

“So, this is how it ends?” he asked, giving her his location.

Her hand shook slightly as his footsteps came closer.

Her chest heaved up and down as the air around her sizzled with tension.

His chest pressed against the gun.

What the hell are you doing?

“When did you decide to do it?” he asked as if they were talking about the weather.

“I haven’t.”

“So, I can make a case?” he asked, self-assured as always. She didn’t even know what it caused, but a tear ran down her face, the salty taste of it touching her lip.

“I don’t know what to do,” she said.

“And why is that?”

“Because—” she began, but the following words would not come.

“Because you love me,” he ended the sentence. “And while I exist, you can never be truly with her.”

How does he know? How?

“What if I just hate you for everything you have done?” she asked to deflect the real reason.

He chuckled.

“You don’t. I know you, Kitten. I saw you, from the very first moment, just the way you saw me, too.”

He brushed with the back of her hand over her cheek.

Yes, I see you, too.

“You saved enough of your assets without my knowledge, didn’t you?” she asked, confirming what her gut had told her.

“I restructured them in advance, yes.”

I knew it.

“You used them to expand your own empire, while making me believe you gave it all up.”

His breathing became dark and deep, rumbling softly through her body.

“I did,” he said, and there was no remorse in his voice. That alone was reason enough to hate him. But was it also enough to kill him?

“You lied,” she said.

“Yes. Just like you.”

So, he knew. He knew what she had done. She should be scared, only she wasn’t.

“You were the one who told me to ditch my morals,” she said, challenging him as the tight air around them hummed the secrets of the unspoken.

“I did,” he said with a strangely proud tone in his chest. “I almost didn’t catch it.”

“What gave it away?” she asked

“Last night, you insisted on going over it alone; it made me wonder.”

Silence passed between them, where only her heavy breath was audible.

“What the hell are we doing here, Aiden?” she asked.

“You tell me,” he said calmly, “Because I know what we’re doing here.”

“Oh, tell me, Mr. I-have-all-the-answers,” she snapped at him.

“We are the same,” he said silently. “But only one admits it. The other one hides from her true nature.”

“I’m not like you,” she said defensively.

“Yes, you are. Otherwise, you wouldn’t press that gun into my chest.”

I did that. I.

“You’re an asshole,” she said.

“Yes. I love being one. It makes life infinitely more fun. You should try it here and there—oh wait, you already do.”

Anger spread through her like a roaring fire spitting flames, burning her insides. And with it, her finger wandered to the trigger.

“Do it, Kitten,” he said provocatively. “But let me give you some advice. If you do it, you will always look over your shoulder. You’ll never find peace. Never.”

“Because you’d know,” she snapped at him.

“Yes, I know,” he said darkly.

And then it dawned on her what he tried to tell her.

“Who did you kill?” she then asked.

“My father,” he said, still way too conversational. “That’s how I got the money to start my first business. And then, my first business partner, to get the patents. They haunt my nights.”

Maybe it was his honesty, maybe the fact that she couldn’t live with herself when he haunted every one of her nights, maybe his story made her realize what she was doing and that she wasn’t like him.

She lowered the gun. The moment she did, panic spread through her.

What the fuck am I even doing?

His hand wandered over hers, and he removed the gun from her hand, only to throw it back into the drawer.

“Come,” he said, and grasped her hand to pull her with her.

“Where are we going?” she asked.

“I wanna show you something.”

He walked her to his bedroom, where he moved something around, and then something clicked.

“This here,” and he put a paper in her hand, “is for you. I had put it in your name the day we agreed on our ruse.”

“What is it?” she asked.

“It’s an island in the Caribbean, almost similar to one you had on your Pinterest board labeled dream locations. It’s yours.”

Her mind couldn’t follow his words.

“You’re giving me an island?” she then asked like a stupid person.

“I’m giving you your life,” he said. “I want you to take all the assets, all that money, the influence, everything you took aside, and be with her. Be happy.”

“Wasn’t that your worst fear, that someone takes everything from you? Uses you?”

“No, Kitten. My worst fear is that someone comes close only to take everything from me. You came close and gave me everything. ”

“I didn’t.”

“Yes, you did. You showed me the light. You helped me to this point where I can be who I want to be. Because of you.”

“I fucking thought about killing you!”

“But you didn’t.”

She snorted in disbelief. “I still don’t get you.”

“You can’t. Because you don’t get yourself,” he said, almost cheerfully. “Take the island, Kitten.”

“Why give it to me now?”

“Because I was right about you. And this might be the only way you see it, too. Take the assets, and when we meet again, we’ll both know I was right.”

“Will you?” she asked, trying to put as much disbelief in her tone as possible. Because the truth was, she already knew he was right. But knowing and accepting were two entirely different things.

“I will. Even if you give away all that money, nothing will change. Humans will never have enough. Your own morals will keep caging you in. You either understand how the world works, or you won’t. But I’m pretty sure you already do. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have been capable of doing what you did.”

The corner of her mouth tugged in a dark smirk.

“If it helps you sleep at night,” she said. “But we both know you did it for me, because you love me. You’re just too proud to acknowledge that you did something selfless once.”

His deep, rich chuckle resounded through the air.

“Whatever helps you sleep at night, Kitten,” he said, kissed her on the forehead, and walked away, leaving her in the darkness. And for the first time, she did not feel lost or alone, because she knew who she was.

She knew because she was free to be whoever she wanted to be. And she finally understood what he meant. There was no box big enough to contain her.
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Her feet touched the warm sand underneath her feet as the sound of the ocean rolled softly into her ears. The slight breeze caressed her face with warmth as her heart filled with pure joy. Anne’s hand grasped hers. The beautiful, soft hands that electrified her body with every touch.

“I love you,” she whispered as she stopped and whirled Anne into her arms, and they fell onto the ground into the warm, welcoming sand.

“I love you too,” whispered Anne back and kissed her.

This wonderful, wonderful woman.

And while being on the island with Anne was everything she ever wanted, she also knew that this was not forever. The idea had come to her when they left New York, knowing that she would return. Knowing that she’d use the assets she now had. Knowing that Aiden was right.

She’d start by building Anne the medical center she deserved, and then she’d set her plan in motion.

It was time to eat, because she was no kitten. No. She was a lioness.

The corners of her mouth tugged into a wide smile, because it couldn’t be any more perfect. She was here on this beautiful island, with the woman she loved, and then she’d change the world.

Apparently, she had to lose everything to find herself.

She had to be confined to liberate herself.

And she had to go blind to see the true beauty of the world.

THE END
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I wrote this book for all the women and men out there who, like me, fell into the trap of compulsive heteronormativity. The girls, who learned young to hide themselves to be accepted; the girls who strived for perfectionism; the girls with the impossible task of living up to their parents’ and society’s high expectations. The boys, who weren’t allowed to be who they wanted to be; the boys, who have and had to hide their true nature for social acceptance; the boys who feel and desire what was labeled wrong.

In case this is you, let me tell you: You are enough. You are wonderful. You are worthy. Just the way you are.

You are allowed to be who you truly are. You are allowed to follow that desire.

To try.

To fall. And fly.

To explore yourself.

You are allowed to love—love who you want.

I dare you, darling.

Charlotte
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THE GURU TRILOGY

A very dark and smutty, bi-exploring dark romance trilogy that makes you question your sanity.
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Ride with me (or die with me): Riley’s Tale

A darker sapphic novel that reads like an action movie.
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