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DEDICATION


When the poor kill the rich, it’s called murder.

When the rich kill the poor, it’s called business.

Let’s call it what it is: Killing for capitalism.


IMPORTANT NOTE


It contains several dark and possibly triggering scenes, ranging from graphic descriptions of violence, mentions of child abuse, trafficking, rape, manipulation, narcissistic behavior, and psychopathic tendencies. There are also very descriptive sexual actions in hetero and queer pairings, in some cases with more than one partner.

It is a rough story, mentioning capitalistic and colonial structures, showing the most horrible parts of humanity, so please know your limits and take care of your mental health.

For the full list, see:

www.cmraven.com/content-warnings


PLAYLIST & MOOD BOARD


With every chapter beginning, you’ll find the name of the song I have associated with it. Not only associated, but also heard while writing it. It is the music that helped me transport the words from my heart onto the page.

For the full playlist, you can scan the QR codes with your camera or click the links in the e-book version.

Spotify

Youtube Music

There is also a Pinterest mood board, if you want to feel the vibe even more.


It might be the hardest thing in the world to love with a hurt heart, but it is also the bravest. And it is totally fine if the person you choose to love is you.

— C.M.Raven
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: O’DEATH – SIGNATURE QUARTET


She wasn’t a believer. Not in God, nor in anything remotely spiritual. She has never had a rooted trust in a higher power being in charge, let alone acting in her favor. To her, even if her conviction would prove her wrong in the end, which was highly unlikely, a God would not be the merciful savior, no. Seeing the state the world was in, God had to be a vengeful little bastard sitting up there in the sky and laughing at the misery he inflicted on his little peasants.

But when her glance wandered from Deis’ eyes to the watch on her arm, almost as if forced, almost as if a voice screamed at her in her mind to move her eyes onto the numbers on the display, she saw it was 11:33 pm.

The fucking 33.

For whatever reason, a smirk rushed over her face. Because there had been so many coincidences at this point, there was no way in this universe that this could simply be coincidences. It had begun with Deis and the numbers, and now it ended with him and the numbers. Maybe it was a circle that had to be closed, maybe it was even something like fate or destiny.

But truth was, she didn’t give a fuck. There was a part of her that wanted to scream. Filled with pain from what she had done, but that part did not belong to her anymore. So, without much regret, she let go of his hand and stood up. With one last glance, she took in the beauty of this moment.

His body shook slightly, like a shiver running in waves through him. His face, with the still red burn scarring, was so beautiful to see. In his eyes, there was no fear. It was more like peace, framed by a soft expression, almost like relief.

His breathing was slightly rasping and short, while blood ran from his chest wound where she had just shot him. Funny, it was her adding another gunshot to the chest that had seen already three by her own father, well, fake father. Whom she had killed because he had been the right hand to her real father, and when she had found out, it was almost unbearable.

Now, it wasn’t. Now it was just an undocumented fact without any emotional connection, except for this one thing: Hate. Cooking, shattering, and inner-organ-eating hate. And for the first time in her life, she had learned to externalize all the hate she held.

Richard DeBarra, her real father, a rapist, a megalomaniac bazillionaire who knew no moral nor code, had not only become the root of all evil, but the impersonation of hate she felt, which had become the only thing worth existing for anymore. There was a single thing important to her anymore, and that was vengeance. The man who brought not only all that evil onto her, onto Delilah, her half-sister, but also onto the world and all of humankind. He would pay, whatever the cost.

“Until we see each other again,” she said quietly and broke the gaze into Deis’ eyes.

It was that moment, the door to the room flew open, and Ed, short for Edwards, Deis‘ personal detail and trusted friend, as he kept telling everyone, stormed in. He glanced at her, at Deis, lying there in a puddle of blood, and back at her. And maybe it was because she wasn’t her old self anymore, or because Edwards wasn’t able to keep his mask straight for the first time, but she saw directly into his soul. As if she could sniff the fear evaporating from his skin, and it told her what she, to some degree, had already suspected. Because Edwards was so much more than Deis’ personal detail and trusted friend, so much more, at least on Ed’s side.

Ed could have drawn his gun and killed her the very moment. But he ran to Deis, his phone out, calling for help. She watched it just for the briefest of seconds, just to see the single glance over his shoulder that stared at her in utter disbelief.

“When he makes it,” she said and turned to Delilah, who had awakened, probably from the shot, and stared at her. She held out a hand to Delilah, as she saw that she had a gunshot wound in the leg and looked overall tortured, and added, without turning to Ed, “Tell him.”

“Tell him what?” asked Ed loudly after her. She did not answer at first, but helped Delilah to her feet and walked her to the door.

“Tell him what?” roared Ed again, and she stopped in the doorway. Without turning, she couldn’t help but have another smirk run over her face, but did not answer. Instead, she walked.

“Emma!” roared Ed again, giving her exactly the reaction she had anticipated. She heard steps, and then, a hand grasped her by the neck, pushing her into the wall next to her.

“What do you know?” barked Ed at her, a gun pressing to her temple. She simply tugged the corners of her mouth into a smug grin.

“Give me one reason not to kill you right now,” he growled darkly.

“You won’t. Because a) he’ll never forgive you and b) you know I know, and you just want me to say it because it would make it real,” she said smugly.

“Tell me what you know, NOW!” inquired Ed, the gun pressing harder into the skin on her temple. Edwards usually was the most controlled person she knew. He wasn’t one to lose his temper; he wasn’t anything like Deis. Only right now, he was. Because she found his trigger.

She considered him for a moment, then she leaned forward until her lips were at his ear.

“You did the one thing that wasn’t allowed,” she whispered.

“And what would that be?” asked Ed through gritted teeth, almost as if someone had glued his gums together.

“You fell for him.” It came out as a whisper, dark, knowingly, controlled. Taking in the full effect of her words, a superior grin appeared on her face. The following silence falling over them was answer enough.

So, she simply pushed the gun away, removed herself from the wall, and walked back to the door. She could hear the rest of the team buzzing in the room where Deis was.

“See you soon,” she said with a malignant undertone and stepped out of the door without glancing back.

She turned with a quick look at Delilah, who stared at her with a gaze that told her one thing: I am truly and utterly impressed.

“You know,” said Delilah with a smug grin, “You really are my sister.”

Just for a moment, she enjoyed the soaking in pride, and then it was back to business.

Deis’ team would be distracted with him being shot, and she had the time to get Delilah out. And while they walked through the warehouse, realization hit her. Hard.

I shot Deis. Fuck. After he told me he loved me. But his love wasn’t what she needed anymore. The past months had all been about him. About either keeping him at a distance or being consumed by the shit he brought into her life. She had fallen for him and had given herself up in the process. But then, who was I? I was a shallow version of a human, consumed by my own problems. And look at who I have become.

Her past self would’ve been totally overwhelmed with whatever emotions accompanied her current life. But today’s self wasn’t. There was only a single thing she wanted: Truth. She wanted the clarity of knowing who she was. And to find out the truth, she did not need a deflecting and lying, though apparently madly in love, Deis. No. She needed Delilah. Her half-sister, to kill the one man who was ultimately responsible for everything: Richard DeBarra. The father she did not know she had, who raped her fourteen-year-old mother. Who tortured Delilah her entire life. Who inflicted pain on so many others by building a network of hell. A finger in any branch of human life, influencing it for the worse, so he’d profit and build a legacy no one would ever reach.

And she would destroy it all.

And yes, she could have worked with Deis because it had been his ultimate goal: to avenge the death of his family. But she did not trust him anymore. Because Deis had lost himself in using the same methods he despised, validating it for the cause. But it wasn’t right. There was a different way. A way that included her legacy. Because she was, after all, a Dumont and a DeBarra. The child of two of three powerful, old French dynasties who ruled the world, who used those who had nothing for their gain, exploited and dealt in the shadows, while not only gambling with money, but with life. And it was time to end theirs.

When they finally reached the exit, the cold, clear night air caressed the skin on her face like a refreshing cleanser. And just for a second, she stood there, listening to the heavy metal door falling back into its place with a loud clunk. It was like closing the door to a life that wasn’t hers.

With her eyes closed, she focused on her senses. The scent of Manhattan. The buzzing of the city. The coldness stitching her skin. The knot in her chest releasing her breath from its cage. Because for the first time in a very long time, she felt free. Completely and utterly free.

She took a deep breath in and out.

Another one.

And another one.

Then, she opened her eyes.

Because it was time to act.

It was time for vengeance.

“Delilah,” she asked, facing her to observe her expression. “Are you willing to do what it takes to bring down our father?”

Our father. Still, such a strange thing to say about Richard DeBarra.

“Yes,” said Delilah without hesitation. “I was willing to do it years ago. And now even more.”

There was no trace of dishonesty in her voice nor her facial expressions. Good.

“While Deis held you captive, I found something in the storage, something that will help us destroy not only him, but everything else, too.”

Delilah tilted her head. She did not ask how, which was good, because she did not want to reveal Jaz’s insubordination to her right now. She had to stay inside Deis’ organization; it was essential.

“So, what is it?” asked Delilah instead.

“Let’s get in the car, I’ll explain everything. But I have a question for you before we do.”

Somewhere not far, she heard sirens. For a moment, she thought it would be an ambulance for Deis, but then he’d probably have his own secret medical team that would get less attention.

Delilah nodded, apparently waiting for the question.

“Are you willing to give everything up for it?” she asked.

“Yes,” said Delilah without thinking twice. “I’d rather have nothing and know I’m free.”

There it was. The difference between Delilah and Deis. Deis, who couldn’t let go of the feeling of control money gave him, while Delilah was willing to sacrifice everything for the greater good. And that told her it had been the right choice to trust Delilah.

“Good. Let’s roll then,” she said, opening the passenger door to the black BMW X6 parked in front of them to help Delilah inside, who cursed at her for trying to.

Still the hyper independent one, she thought, but let her do her thing. If she wanted pain, she should have it.

Walking around the car to the driver’s seat, she took a last glance at the warehouse. It was as if she were saying goodbye to a chapter in her life, although it wasn’t. She had no idea why she felt no remorse for shooting Deis. There was no gaping hole in her chest, she thought she’d feel.

Maybe it was because she was sure he’d make it.

Maybe because she knew she was setting them both free from the consuming desire they could not explain.

Maybe it was simply the fact that in her mind, shooting him was making him pay for all that he had done. Because what he had done was unforgivable. He had stirred her life for years in exactly the right ways to get her where she was now.

Only he did not know who she truly was. And it was her time to find it out.
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DEIS
PLAYLIST: MY HANDS - TATUM


Dying wasn’t hard. He had already done it. Twice. This time, the third time, however, was liberating. And maybe it would be final this time, because it was the number three. The number he had followed his entire life.

‘Some queens don’t need a king, some queens are born to burn kingdoms,’ had been her words.

Words that would be forever imprinted into his soul. It might be the last words she’d ever say to him, at least that was how it felt. And just in this moment, he was at peace. Because the need for control had vanished. She had finally stripped him of it entirely. Now, in death, he saw what was left of him. And that was nothing.

After all his achievements, all his striving to build his empire to avenge the killing of his mother and brother, he had lost everything. Because right here, right now, where his left lung filled itself with blood, threatening to choke him to death, nothing of it meant anything.

What had meant something to him were the memories that made him feel truly alive. The first time he had felt Emma’s touch. That one look that had let a shudder run down his spine and truly stripped him of his sanity. And just when he wanted to let go and get lost in her eyes, Ed jumped into his view.

Is it reality? Or in my mind? He did not know. What the hell are you doing here?

Because this was supposed to be his last memory of Emma and him, the one he’d take into the state of non-physical existence with him. And Ed had no place, no right to be here, none.

Only he was here, tormenting his soul until the very last second.

“You are not dying now,” barked Ed at him. “You will fucking fight.”

Fight. For what? For the woman who killed me after telling her I love her?

“Medical team is three minutes out. You will not die on me!” Ed told him, but it was as if he was a million miles away. Pain was everywhere.

He had to cough hard. Blood spat from his mouth, covering him in bloody spray. He had already felt it once. Back then, Sam had saved him with three bullets to the chest. Back then, he simply wanted to die, too. There hadn’t been anything worth living for until he had found the desire for revenge. It had been what kept him going. And what had it gotten him?

Nothing.

And maybe it was the right thing to give up. It was the one thing Emma wanted, that he’d give it all up. So at least she’d get what she wanted. And with it, he closed his eyes.

“You are not giving up!” shouted Ed at him.

But what sense was there? It was pointless. There was nothing to live for.

“Deis!” shouted Ed and slapped him in the face so hard that he opened his eyes again. Then, he grasped his face.

“You will fucking remember all the things you did and why you fucking did them. You will not give up now. Remember how many people you freed. What difference you made to so many lives. To my life. I would not be here without you, and you will not give up until–“

Until what, Ed?

But whatever it was got lost in the people rushing in. It was within a matter of seconds that he had an oxygen mask on and got a blood transfusion. After that, everything became blurry until it went totally black, and he was finally at peace.

[image: ]


A heartfelt laugh filled his heart with joy. Joy, he had never felt in his life before. A joy of just seeing her so weightless, so free, so filled with happiness, it almost burst his chest. And maybe he felt it now, because he was dead. And if this were the afterlife, he would have gone here sooner.

He caught her by the waist, his beautiful Emma, her wild brown hair with its bangs falling into her face while framing those dark green, almost magical eyes resembling a deep forest at nightfall. The touch of her hands on his skin was so warm, like bathing in the sun, and the sensation it produced in him was one he had never felt before. It wasn’t the sizzling desire he usually experienced with her. It was more like a feeling of being home.

He whirled her into him, and when their bodies pressed into each other, their lips met in a sweet kiss. Not filled with longing but with respectful admiration of each other’s souls. It felt like they’d done it forever and would do it forever.

I am in heaven, he thought. But how can I? After everything?

After all he had done, he could not be in heaven. And maybe this was his hell. There would be the force that would rip him of everything he holds dear, just like in his lifetime.

And that moment, a pain erupted from his chest that felt like lightning would split him into pieces.

Fuck, he gasped out in pain in his mind.

Snippets of words reached him.

“Get him the fuck out of here–!”

Who dared to disturb his peace? Was it the devil taking the deed for all his mistakes? The torture the universe had ready for him?

Emma’s heartfelt laugh possessed him again. It was consuming to hear her, see her so joyful, so weightless.

Weightless.

And excruciating pain seared through his chest and body again.

I was right. This is hell. I can’t be here when this is how it is. I have to get out. The pain. I have to take her with me. We have to leave. Emma. Emma!

He shouted for her. But she was gone.

“Emma!”

“Emma!”

And suddenly reality formed around him in the form of people in white coats and blue scrubs standing around him.

“Welcome back, Mr. DeBarra,” said one of them.

Orienting, he let his eyes wander around. One of the nurses put away the defibrillator.

“What–who–Em–?” he croaked out with a cough. Apparently, his throat and vocal cords hadn’t seen water for days, and both burned heavily.

“Your heart arrested, and we had to shock you to get you back. Do you remember what happened?” said one of the people around him. A woman in blue scrubs and a white coat. He tried to focus his eyes on the name, only there wasn’t one stitched on the coat.

He glanced around to see where he was, only to recognize it as the unit he had occupied several times in his life now. It was a private medical center for very important people, one that wasn’t listed anywhere, nor was it known to the public. It was a very well-protected secret, offering discreet emergency medicine to those who wished to remain private. Good as much as the bad. And as this place was all about anonymity, neither doctors nor nurses were recognized by name.

Then, his eyes found Ed. Ed, who looked like he was losing all his shit with wide eyes, sweating, and nervous in a way he hadn’t seen him like ever before. Seeing Ed brought back all the memories of what had happened. It was like a tsunami wave rolled over him and threatened to drown him with all the happenings. Realization flooded his body with not only horrible emotions but also pain. Pain in his chest was a vivid reminder of what had happened.

Emma. She shot me. His insides clenched. Hard. And in pain.

“Yeah,” he said as his hand with the IV in wandered up to his chest, where he found a dressing on the place the bullet had entered him. His hand, arm, and chest hurt like shit. So much, it made him groan in pain.

“I’m giving you some morphine,” said the doctor. “But due to what just happened, it’ll be a light dose. We’ll monitor your blood pressure.”

“No,” he said and took the cup with the straw given to him. The cold water running down his throat felt amazing, like silk caressing softly over the painful burning inside him. The doctor stared at him with a drawn-up eyebrow.

“No painkillers,” he then said. “I want to feel it all.”

Maybe he needed the pain to feel alive, maybe to never forget why it was there.

“As you wish, Mr. DeBarra,” said the doctor with slim lips pressed into each other as if she was trying to hide a grin of admiration. “The nurses will take care of the aftermath of the defibrillation and the burn marks. I’ll check on you later,” and while turning, she added with little humor in her voice, “Do not die again, please.”

“I’ll try my very best,” he responded between two sips of water.

After the nurses had treated the slight burn wounds from the shock, they finally left him alone. He wanted peace and quiet to lose himself in his thoughts.

Ed, however, had different plans.

“Deis,” he said while placing himself on a stool next to him. “If you ever do that again, I am going to hunt down your soul personally through the entire universe and kill you again, if I have to.”

It was somehow never weird between them. After all that had happened. All the truces, all the words that hadn’t been allowed, all the borders crossed, and all the things that happened over the years.

“Would you, huh?” he asked. “I thought you didn’t believe in the–citing you–‘universe crap’.”

“I don’t,” said Ed, “but you do.”

He scuffed out because it was a dignity to their connection, and he had no words for it.

Ed placed a hand on his. The moment their skins touched each other, emotions whirled around in him.

“Ed–“ he began. But what did he want to say? What was it?  Why would he even start to talk about it?

Emma. It had always been Emma. A promise he had made to her without her knowing. A promise to do it for her. A promise she would be his. A promise for it to be always her.

But Emma had shot him. She knew. She knew what he had done. And there was no way back. She would not forgive. She would not back down. She finally was the one he knew was down there. The one the world needed.

“Listen, Deis,” said Ed and grasped his sore hand even tighter. “There is something we have to talk about.”

He could sense how nervous Ed was. The one who was always so calm and controlled now fiddled with his other hand while the vein on his neck pulsated a lot faster than it should.

He cocked an eyebrow to signal Ed to continue to speak, the right one because the left side of his face still hurt from the burn wound.

“Something happened with Emma,” said Ed, and now it was his turn to become nervous. His heartbeat fastened within the very second. Did something happen to her? It can’t be. No.

And although it had been she who shot him, her survival was crucial. And all things aside, he loved her. Fully. Although she did not see it. There was nothing in this entire universe she could do to change that. Maybe it was slightly deranged, but he probably deserved it.

“What happened?” he then asked.

“She knows.”

“Knows what?” he asked quickly. There were only so many things she could know.

“Us.”

Two letters, producing a sinking feeling of enormous proportions in him that pulled the rug from under him. Because of all the things she could have found out, this was probably the worst.

“How?” he asked shortly because there was only one way she could have found out, and that was through Ed. No one else knew.

“I don’t know,” said Ed. “She just knows stuff. She said she saw it.”

“What were her exact words?” he asked him through gritted teeth while letting his head fall back onto the pillow. Fucking fuck.

“Deis, listen–“

“Her exact words!” he roared and now stared at him angrily.

“‘You did the one thing that wasn’t allowed. You fell for him. See you soon’ were her words,” said Ed silently, almost as if he wanted to dissolve into nothingness.

The instant the words had been stated out in the open, his entire world freaked. It had been his one condition. Ed could never feel anything for him. And somehow Emma knew even that. She knew he did not want anyone to care for him, and she had, apparently, not only seen through his bullshit but Ed’s, too.

He rubbed over his eyes and face with his hands, although it hurt like shit, because he had to not see Ed right now. It could not fucking be. He wanted Emma. It had to be Emma. The promise. A promise he also made to hide from his own desire.

Because the empire he built as a shell for his revenge did not allow his desires.

Because the powerful men around him did not accept, did not see a gay or even bisexual man as a person of respect.

Because his desires had to be routed into what was socially accepted.

And also, into what he needed for his revenge. So he faked the marriage with Delilah, told her what she wanted to hear, at least he told himself as much, while secretly working on his plans for Emma. Because Emma had a pull on him, he could not explain. It was as if they were meant to be with each other. And then he learned they were.

It has to be her. It can’t be. None of it can. FUCK!

What Ed and he had…it had always been in secret. A desire he had only given in to exactly three times. Because it would consume him if he let it in further. And now Ed sat here and told him he fell for him.

Fuck.

“Say something,” whispered Ed.

But he had no words. Because what he’d say wasn’t the truth. And for whatever deranged reasons, after lying his entire life, he could not tell this one grand, necessary lie. The lie that would free him from all the burden fencing him in. The lie that would make the complicated easy. The lie telling not only Ed but himself that he did not feel the same way.

Because truth was, he did.
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: ALL ALONG THE WATCHTOWER – LUCIFER CAST, TOM ELLIS


“Where are we heading?” asked Delilah, who breathed out heavily here and then, probably from being shot in the leg.

She did not answer her directly. It was her time now to not answer properly, because finally, she had some leverage in her life.

“We’ll meet up with Riley in a couple minutes. We’ll get you stitched up then. Riley is–“ she hesitated for a second, trying to surpass the nature of Riley’s and her encounter, “she worked for Deis but also for someone else, and she is, from what I heard, extraordinarily good in first aid.”

“Who is that someone?” asked Delilah, not taking the bait for distraction.

“It’s less a someone than a something,” she answered cryptically.

Delilah glanced, annoyed at her, pushing her for more.

“The storage is a front,” she simply said to evade further questions.

“Figured,” said Delilah, still with annoyance but now also curious urgency in her voice. “A front for what?”

The word that came out of her mouth as a response did not feel like her own. Realization was there, and yet, it wasn’t. It was like a surreal dream from which she would shriek up on in the middle of the night, sweating, gasping, but knowing the world would go back to normal in the next thirty seconds. Only this wasn’t a dream. It was her fucking reality. And if she were completely honest with herself, she’d say she had never felt more alive.

“A front to hide the secrets of the world.”

Goosebumps spread over her arms. Because knowing what she now knew probably made her one of the most powerful people in the world. More powerful than a Richard DeBarra. And it was the very reason he went after it.

“You mean the Secret?” asked Delilah silently.

“The Secret is a lie,” she answered. “A lie told with a sole purpose: to distract.”

“But–“ began Delilah, “I don’t understand.”

I don’t either. But not gonna tell you that.

“Father, he knew, he went after it, even Deis–“ stuttered Delilah her thoughts out.

“He is a liar, Delilah. He was and always will be. Both of them.”

Delilah’s eyes widened, and then she stared for a moment into her lap. She looked not only devastated but also like a child who didn’t get the treat, on the verge of throwing a toddler tantrum. It amazed her still how grown people could be so obsessed with a secret.

“Listen, Delilah,” she started, but was interrupted.

“Can you please stop calling me Delilah!” cursed Delilah at her who now rubbed nervously with her hands over her unhurt thigh.

“Um, yes, of course,” she said, slightly concerned. “What would you like me to call you?”

“Del is fine for now,” said Del and closed her eyes while leaning back into the car seat.

Fine for now, she repeated in her mind and said, “Okay. I will,” she said softly.

It was an absolute non-issue for her. She could not understand why people freaked out over people using different names and rebranding themselves, so she, of course, obliged. She didn’t even ask why. It wasn’t her place to question. It was Del’s place to tell, if she wanted to.

“Listen, Del,” she began again, like nothing had happened, but saw that Del was occupied with herself, so she muted what she tried to tell her for a moment. Probably another panic attack, she told herself, and confirmed it by watching Del’s chest heave up and down fast.

She could have tried again to help her through it, but the last time Del had wanted quietness and to be left alone, so she did not talk or intervene in any way and instead just drove to their destination.

The destination was an address Riley had given her when they had met down in the secret room deep in the ground, hidden by not only a hall of secret servers containing the data to secretly rule the world, but also a room that belonged to an organization led by her grandmother. A grandmother, whom she had grown up with and known as a mother, Marie, who supposedly had Alzheimer’s. All of it was, like everything in her life, a lie.

And then there was the matter of Riley. The hot masc she had met and kissed in a bar, not knowing she was working for Deis. The same Riley, who made her come in a secret tunnel from petting alone and leaving her in the dark about working for a different employer. Because said employer was none other than her fake mother, aka grandmother, Marie.

What a fucking mess, she thought.

At least something was still like it used to be. Everything in her life was usually a mess. But looking back to a couple months ago, the mess had been a betraying boyfriend and lost jobs. Now it was more of a live-or-die mess.

And suddenly, something else clicked. Because her mess back then had not been her mess. No. It had been Deis’ doing.

Deis. Who engineered her entire fucking life. Riley had shown her many things, as much as he had pleaded guilty himself. She didn’t necessarily had to shoot him. She hadn’t planned on it. Riley had told her not to for the sole reason the organization she worked for, the one her grandmother led, told her they needed him eliminated. Riley needed him. But at that moment, she did not care. After all the lies, all the betrayal, she could neither trust nor feel anything anymore.

Whatever it said about her psyche, let alone her soul, she did not care. What she cared about was putting a bullet into her father’s head. Her real one this time. And everyone who’d get in her way of doing that would suffer the same fate. Because after everything she had learned from Riley in the secret room back in Crystal Falls, she would neither trust her grandmother nor everyone who would keep her from uncovering it all.

“Thanks,” said Del silently and ripped her out of her thoughts.

“For what?”

“Being who you are,” said Del while looking away and staring out of the window.

But who am I? Is it because I didn’t disturb her?

“I still don’t understand,” she said in a desperate attempt for further clarification while already waiting for Del to snap.

Del, however, did not snap at her; instead, her voice was soft, even caring. “It’s good to have a sister who has not only a high IQ but EQ, too. I never would’ve thought to have a real blood family. Let alone one who remembers and respects boundaries. It’s nice.”

Weirdly, or not at all, she felt the same. She could not tell why exactly, but somehow, she trusted Del. Maybe not with everything, maybe not with her life, but in regards to honesty and many other things, they had the same wavelength. And somewhere between what she had known of Del and today, she had found something she had missed her entire life. A person in her corner. Not in the possessive, protective way Deis was, but different. Del let her thrive and fall on her own, which was the sisterliest thing to do.

She had no response to what Del had just dropped, let alone to what it triggered in her. So, she said, “Yeah.”

They eyed each other for a second and then both cracked into laughter. What a wild thing to do in all the craziness. But then, what would life be if not for the moments that felt weightless while everything tried to drag you down?

“What a fucked-up world,” said Del as their laughter died and silence fell over them. Only the constant murmuring sound of wind rushing over the car, mixing with the far-away sound of the tires rolling over concrete, was audible.

“You have no idea what level of fucked-up you are about to see,” she told Del. Because of that moment, they rolled into 77th Street on the Upper East Side, leading to the address Riley had given her. She could already see Riley’s motorcycle exactly where she told her it would park.

There it was. The huge gate fencing the entrance to the sandstone-bricked building, she would enter in total uncertainty. Ri, after all that happened, promised her honesty. Maybe it was another lie, and she was walking into her death, but somehow it felt different. It felt more like she was on the verge of finally finding out the truth, or more like seeing the truth with her own eyes.

“What is it you found there?” asked Del.

“If it’s true, the root of all evil. If not, this will probably be our last day on this fucked-up planet,” she answered absently while checking out the building and making notes to herself in case they needed either out or in.

She released the seatbelt and got out of the car. For a moment, she glanced around. It was somehow very quiet in the street. No one walking by. No car passing through. No lights in the apartment windows surrounding. Even the night buzz of the city was some sort of muzzled. In the same way, one only experiences it when sitting somewhere hidden between trees and bushes in Central Park.

Or in other words: it was way too quiet.

Del got out of the car, too, and their eyes met for a brief second, telling her the same thing. Be careful.

Because whatever it was, something was off.
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DEIS
PLAYLIST: FAR FROM HOME (THE RAVEN) – SAM TINNESZ


Truth also was, he had found all the reasons to evade his true nature under false pretenses for such a long time, he wasn’t sure who he even was anymore. He had lost control. With Emma. With his emotions. With Ed. With everything. He could not feel something for them both. He could not feel anything at all. But apparently, there was no way back. Emotions overturned and wrestled him down; he was caught in a hurricane threatening to rip him apart.

Never in his life had he experienced anything like it. He wasn’t one to break down, freak out, or become a mess. He was fucking personified control.

How the fuck did it end up here?

He had done it all. Opened his heart. Let her in. Let them both in somehow. Let them into his protected circle. And what did it get him? It got him loss. Pain. And drowning.

Shut it out, told a voice in his mind. One he hadn’t let speak for a very long time. One that wasn’t his own but the distorted memory of his father’s.

There was a single spoken line he remembered his father by.

‘Tu vas l’effacer de ta tête, ou je te l’arracherai à coups de poing.’ Which translates to ‘You will erase it from your head, or I'll beat it out of you.’ Only there were some things that could not be erased. Some things ran so deep that even the attempt would kill him.

“Get out of my fucking head!” he roared at the voice. Maybe he was going mental. Maybe it had all been too much. Maybe he wasn’t fucking strong. Maybe he was a piece of shit like his father told him.

“Is it back?” asked Ed, reminding him of where he was and that he knew exactly what was going on.

“Yes,” he breathed out, trying to calm his voice and not show how bothered he was. In the past weeks, he hadn’t been himself. All the rage. All the shouting and cursing. From the moment Richard had taken Emma, everything had fallen apart. Everything. He wasn’t himself right now. Nothing was right. Fuck!

“D. Remember who he was. He has nothing to say. Remember what he did to Sol. Remember her words,” told Ed him putting a hand on his arm to ground him.

My mother. Just the thought of her let warmth flood his chest. A warmth silencing his father’s voice in his mind.

Why does he have to know me so well? What the hell did I do?

“You didn’t become him.” It was his mother’s voice in his head. “You feel. You love. You are nothing like your father.”

“Mom,” he whispered as his mind drifted away into the warmth radiating from her. “It hurts. I am–lost.“

“You have to fight, love. Like you always do.”

“I can’t anymore.” It was horrifying to strip down his soul to her, although it was only happening in his mind. But it did not matter anymore. Nothing mattered, except for his mother’s kind words of being seen and heard.

“I was there, too. And then I fought for what was right. Remember. Do it for her. Do it for me. Do it for them. It’s all there; you simply must remember where you came from.” His mother’s voice was soft like silk, sweet like melted caramel, and intense like the gaze of a jaguar in the dark–almost impossible to see and yet undeniably there.

Pain burned through his body again. This time it felt like he had been cracked open, run over by an excavator, and crushed into the ground.

Dizziness clouded his senses and view. Not knowing where was up or down, he was falling and whirling through nothingness.

Remember where you came from. The words resounded through his head.

“I thought I told you not to die again,” said the doctor’s voice again.

“I don’t do well with orders,” he groaned out.

“Do it for him then,” said the doctor, apparently meaning Ed. “His nerves won’t take another one.”

It almost made him chuckle. He loved dark humor.

“Better get a second bed then,” he said through gritted teeth while pain throbbed through his chest. “I usually do things three times.”

“This was the third, Mr. DeBarra. The first one happened in the OR. You’d better be done now.”

Three times. Three times, so I get to see my mother. What was it she said? Remember.

But what was it? Do it for her. Everything he had ever done was for revenge and Emma, ultimately. Was Emma the why?

“What the fuck happened?” asked Ed.

Ed. The talk about the voice. His father’s voice. His mother’s words.

My father.

“Ed,” he suddenly said as the fog in his mind cleared and everything became razor sharp again. “I think I know where The Secret is.”

Goosebumps spread over his skin as a shudder of pure excitement rushed through his limbs. He was so sure of it. Why else would his subconscious send him back? Why else send his mother? It all made perfect sense.

“You do?” asked Ed incredulously. “But how–“

“I just remembered. My mother told me. I just saw her. Ed, we have to go–“

“Deis, listen. You just had major surgery. You had to be revived. Thrice. You don’t go anywhere. And also, as your friend, I am telling you, you sound like a crazy person.”

“It was a message from my subconscious. It had always been there; I only had to remember.”

“Remember what?!” asked Ed now intensely.

“Maurice,” he said coldly. A name he never put in his mouth. And if so, always with the greatest disgust filling his stomach like a heavy rock.

“–was an asshole father, yes, I know,” interrupted Ed him and ended his sentence.

“Yes, but he was also a Leblanc. And not just anyone. My mother was married to him, and what she said was, ‘I fought for what was right. ’ And I believe she told me, it was her stealing or concealing The Secret. It was her getting the key from him and getting her power back. And, and–“

“But you did not see your mother. She did not tell you anything because she is dead.”

“And I was too. I know what I saw, Ed. It is all there. I have to follow my father’s trail,” he began, and then something else came back into his mind. “But it’s not the only thing. Riley worked for Ramesès all the time, I believe, that’s why they took Emma. And it’s something Delilah said, I didn’t make the connection then because my anger threatened to get the best of me. But Delilah knew who Emma was, who I was. Delilah knew there is a key system; she has one of them. And she must know Emma is connected to it, too. And she also told me she can’t kill me. There is a reason. Because she needs me.”

“It makes no sense,” said Ed dryly. “Emma was barely a year old when all of this happened. Your mother couldn’t know. Deis, your mind is making things up.”

“It does. There were three families. The DeBarra’s, the Dumont’s, and the LeBlanc’s. Two held the keys. One knew the location. And then Richard Senior and my father, Maurice Leblanc, had their fallout. Since then, the search for The Secret began, along with the rivalry. It’s all fucking connected. And Emma, Emma is so much more than I ever held possible. Because she is not just Marie’s daughter, well, granddaughter, she is a Dumont and a DeBarra, by blood.”

Ed groaned. Because in all the shit they had done over the years to find The Secret, he might just be exhausted. But he’d come around. He always would.

“Get me Sam on the line.”

Thankfully, Ed obliged and dialed Sam without further discussion.

“So still living?” asked Sam through the speaker. “I thought we’d finally have some peace and quiet.”

“Good to hear you, too,” he answered sneeringly but with humor in his voice. It was curious how anticipation made pain and desperation fade away. “I need you to get me everything you have on Maurice.”

Silence.

“Are we back to diving into your father’s past now?” asked Sam finally with an exasperated undertone.

“Yes. I believe he is the key to finding The Secret.”

“How is that?” asked Sam, way less enthusiastic than expected.

“I just remembered something. Will you send me the stuff now!” The urgency, the anticipation he felt prickling from his leg into his stomach not only vanished the pain, but also made him very much impatient.

“That must’ve been revealing,“ said Sam.

“The files,” he said dryly.

“Okay, sending it now. But Deis, you know what he does to you. Don’t go down that road again. You know we already walked down every lane, “ said Sam.

“No, we didn’t,” he said shortly and hung up. He had no interest in a Sam-lecture. What he wanted was to read through it with the knowledge he now had.

What if Maurice had taken The Secret to the grave with him when having the fallout with Richard Senior? he thought. What if he parted from the others and took everything with him? Everything fell apart afterwards, until I found the letter from my mother.

The letter that changed everything.

He always knew Emma was special. He knew it from the moment he read the letter, where his mother told him to find Marie’s daughter in case something had happened to her. And now the daughter wasn’t her real one, but the secret daughter of two dynasts. No wonder she was hunted.

And I fucking idiot, put her in the spotlight.  

His stomach clenched hard, as an emotion rushed through his body he hadn’t felt ever before. An emotion that not only chewed on his insides but crushed his entire existence.

What the fuck have I done?
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: THE DEVIL WITHIN – DIGITAL DAGGERS


There wasn’t much she could rely on in her life, but two things were absolutely certain. The first one was her unerring instinct, which was always right. And the second one was her ability to thrive in chaos.

When she turned around, it was within the matter of a nanosecond that made her realize her instinct had not only been right but also enabled her to be more than aware. Her eyes wandered up the brick wall building opposite them, and not a moment too late, she ducked down as a bullet rushed past her.

While her body met the hard, cold concrete, her mind sharpened in an understanding she only had in this state of adrenaline pumping up her system.

Muffled sound. Certainly pros.

Del crawled around the car where she lay, weighing her options.

“Do you have any guns?” asked Del.

“Yes, two,” she more breathed out.

“Give me one,” said Del.

That moment more bullets flew over them from above.

“Why are they so obvious? Aren’t they scared police will show up?” she asked more to herself than Del.

“I don’t think they care. Two options, back in the car or getting in there,” told Del her and tilted her head quickly towards the gate.

Under normal circumstances, she hated decisions. But this one was crystal clear. She would not back down to whoever this was. Probably Deis team. But running wasn’t an option.

“Inside.”

“Okay, give me the gun,” said Del without hesitation. “I’ll cover you.”

She crammed both guns from the back of her pants and gave them both to Del.

“I need to enter a 6-digit code. You take them both.”

Del smirked at her. “Let’s have some fun then.”

Fun. Yeah.

“How about we survive and have fun then?” she asked and moved her body into a crouching position.

“We will survive. I saw where the shooter is hiding. You only focus on the numbers. Get there, fast. On three.”

They stared into each other’s eyes. Her entire body got ready to sprint over the couple of feet leading to the gate.

“One,” counted Del.

Focus your fucking shit. You can do this. You survived worse.

“Two.”

One last glance. A nod.

“Three.”

Del jumped up, and the loud shots following resounded between the buildings and almost let her eardrums burst. She sprinted to the gate, up the three stairs to the small porch with the stone tiles, without a glance at what happened behind her. She could feel and hear Del following her.

8 8 5–

Suddenly screeching tires issued through the night. Del gripped her and pushed her away so she fell onto the ground, hard. Her wrists and palms throbbed in pain because she, of course, did not know how to fall properly. But none of it mattered now. She turned round fast enough to see Del jumping after her. She pulled her close to her so they both were hidden behind the small stone wall framing the little porch.

At that moment, a thunderstorm of bullets went over them.

“What the fuck is going on?” she shouted at Del.

“There’s an army coming.”

Fuck.

Help. We fucking need help.

She fumbled out the burner, which was quite the challenge with Del lying on her and being pushed into a stone wall while her hands still burned from meeting the ground.

Just when she was about to press the call button, silence fell over them. Del’s heartbeat hammered against her chest, so hard she could feel it on her skin. She knew exactly why, because she had heard it, too.

Steps. Many of them. And then at least twenty guns were pointed at them. But the only thing she saw was the man in black who now walked up to them and tilted his head.

“Famous Emma,” he said with a dangerously soft voice. “So innocent, so hard to come by.”

“Who are you?” she asked.

“I?” asked the guy who could have been brought in from Wall Street with his hair and overall appearance. “I am irrelevant.”

A devilish grin spread on his face. “Take her.” And with a wave of his finger, he turned, and she was grabbed by two of the men.

They ripped Del off her, and as they had no more bullets, fighting was in vain. Or wasn’t it? Because the moment she stood and a guy tried to put handcuffs on her, a knife landed in his neck.

Delilah. Fuck. Del, she cursed at herself for getting the name wrong. Seriously, get a fucking grip on yourself. There are more important things right now. Like staying alive and not being kidnapped again.

The guy behind her sank to the ground, and she saw the only chance. She faked to fall down with him, ripped the gun from his holster, and before anyone else could react, she shot.

Everything was so fucking messy.

If I survive this, I’ll never ever complain about my boring life.

An arm grasped around her throat while her gun arm was ripped back.

No. Not with me today.

Unable to say how and where the power came from, but she grasped the arm, ducked down, and the guy grasping her flew over her and landed with a satisfying thud backwards on the ground. There, a bullet landed in his head.

She glanced over to where the gun had come from and saw Delilah standing in a puddle of dead bodies and blood, a gun still pointing at the now dead guy. She couldn’t help but let the left corner of her mouth tuck into a smirk of admiration.

Silence fell over them.

A silence broken by clapping hands.

She spun round and heaved her aching body up.

“Wonderful,” said the Business Brad, still clapping his hands. “A marvelous show!”

And he pointed with his hand around him like a showman welcoming the audience for the performance of a lifetime. What a fucking weirdo!

Her eyes focused on what, or more like who, stood around the guy. The entire street was filled with men with their guns pointing at them. And the moment she saw what they were up against, all hope fell from her. She glanced at Del, who still looked as if she was to take them all on, but it was senseless.

The sound of several sirens resounded through the air.

“I believe we are running out of time,” said the man with a smug voice. “Emma, if you please, now.”

There was no point, so she just took one step, but Del gripped her.

“No!”

“Miss DeBarra, as much as I envy your skill, you are of no use to me. So, I advise you to let her go, or you can join my men to your feet, may they rest in peace.”

“Del, let me go,” and she turned round to hug her. Not unintentionally.

“Listen,” she whispered almost inaudibly into her ear. “Search for Riley. Contact Jaz; she works for Deis. Do not ever trust Marie, nor Denny.”

She could feel Del’s hand brush over her body, and just when she let go, she grasped her hand, something hard and cold in there. Closing her hand around it, she felt it was a knife and a ring.

Damn, you are so fucking badass.

When turning around, she slipped the knife into her sleeve and the ring, hopefully unnoticed, on her finger. It fit perfectly. Not that it mattered. She had no clue why Del wanted her to have the slim golden ring, but the knife was very important.

“Wise choice,” said the guy as she walked towards him. His facial expression was so smug, like he had caught the biggest fly on the planet. And just when she walked past him, his hand wandered over her shoulder to guide her.

“Come, kitty cat,” he whispered into her ear. “Don’t let her wait.”

Her.

The moment his words left his mouth, something in her snapped. Almost automatically, her arm moved down, the knife falling from the sleeve into her hand. She gripped it, turned, and pushed the knife into the guy’s lower abdomen.

Not pulling it out, it looked as if they were hugging, too, except for the groaning issuing from his moan.

“Call me that again and you will find the knife nailing your balls onto a tree next time,” she whispered, pulled out the knife, and walked towards the car waiting for her with an open door and an escort of three.

The guy bent down, coughing, while the men around them drew in, but he shushed them off.

Like I thought. They want me alive, not dead.

She reached the black GMC car, where she glanced inside, but she already knew who was waiting for her. While she glanced inside, she saw the same quilted ram emblem on the seat that Deis had on his seats. And it was the last missing connection she had been waiting to see, because it proved what Riley had told her.

“Emma,” said the woman sitting inside the car with a voice she almost didn’t recognize. Because it wasn’t the voice she had heard for so many years growing up. No. It was a voice much more calculating, cold, and sinister. And yet, it was undeniably the person she had expected.

“Marie,” she said, and climbed into the car. “Or shall I call you grandmother?”
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DEIS
PLAYLIST: BAD MOON RISING – MOURNING RITUAL, PETER DREIMANIS


The apprehension of finally finding the location of the secret poured newfound will to not die again into his body. While it vanished the physical pain, there was a pain in him that did not vanish. The one connected to an emotion he had never experienced much in his life. One he didn’t even think he could feel, and now tried to overwhelm him. Because, for whatever distorted reasons, he felt it all.

The pain he put her through. The idiocy he showed and the feeling of disdain coming from it. The horrible sensation of having made several mistakes.

Gods, how do people do that on a daily basis!? He asked himself in his mind while glancing at the tablet screen in his hand and scrolling through the files Sam had sent him.

There had to be something in them; he was so sure of it. Back then, they had taken everything apart regarding Maurice. Every move he had ever made, every connection he had ever made, every place he had ever visited. There had to be something, and he’d go through it once more. The photos. The descriptions. Everything. They’d missed something, and he would find it now.

“You should leave that to someone else,” said Ed. “And rest before you do anything else.”

Someone else, he repeated in his mind.

What if there hadn’t been something else, but someone else?

Suddenly, goosebumps spread over his entire skin. Because he finally understood. It all made sense now. His mother telling him what she did. Telling him to return to where he came from. He didn’t get anywhere because he needed Emma for it.

And the moment he understood, the apprehension fell from him and was replaced by a heavy groan leaving his throat. Because if he had one thing, it had been fuck up the thing with Emma. Monumentally.

“What?” asked Ed.

“Emma. She is who I need to find The Secret,” he said darkly while letting his head fall back into the pillow.

“Well, yeah?” asked Ed, quite confused. “Isn’t that the reason you have been after her the entire time?”

He groaned because Ed didn’t get the point.

“Listen,” said Ed, “You know she doesn’t know anything about it. How do you still believe she is the key to everything?”

He didn’t answer immediately but stared at the ceiling with its eye-watering light. Because he knew Emma knew nothing of The Secret, but he could feel that Ed wanted nothing more than for him to forget about Emma.

“Ed, I–you can’t,” he said while heaving his heavy head from the pillow to stare straight into Ed’s eyes.

“I can’t, or you can’t?” asked Ed, very well knowing what had almost slipped from his mouth.

To evade the uncomfortable situation, and without further acknowledgement, he continued. “I didn’t see it before. There are two rings, and one who knows where The Secret is. I always thought Emma was the one who needed to have a ring, due to Marie. But what if she is the one who knows the location?”

There was a long pause of silence between them, where they simply stared into each other’s eyes. But it could not be. Especially now.

That moment, his phone rang and gave him the willpower to pull away from the gaze.

“What is it?” he asked Sam after answering the call.

“There is reporting of several shots fired in Manhattan. No direct eyewitnesses except for a woman reporting several black SUVs departing from a street on Upper East Side.”

“You think it’s them?” he asked Sam while his heart beat slightly faster.

“Cameras around the place were jammed.”

So, it’s them.

“Also,” said Sam. “There has been a car crash with a black SUV on Highway 95 leading to New Jersey. A woman with brown hair has been reported to jump from the backseat area out of the car, but was taken down by Secret Service with a taser.”

“Secret Service?” he asked for clarification.

“Yes, Secret Service, at least that’s what people on the scene reported.”

“You think it’s Emma. But the Secret Service?” he asked again and stared at Ed, because Ed had been with the Secret Service. And just for a moment, mistrust seared like a sword through him. Had Ed aimed to have her removed so he had free rein?

“Deis. Reportedly,” said Sam then. “I believe it was all staged. Anyone can pose as Secret Service or Police. We don’t even know they were Secret Service. People see all kinds of stuff. Also, remember what we did with Richard’s guy. Maybe they took a page from our book.”

Reportedly. Yes. But then Sam didn’t know what went on between him and Ed.

“What do you want me to do?” asked Sam, but he didn’t answer immediately. Somehow, he couldn’t shake the thought.

“Get teams, get any surveillance,” he said, hung up, and now only stared into Ed’s eyes. There was nothing. No fear, no guilt. It was highly unlikely, wasn’t it?

“Ed,” he said.

“It wasn’t me. I’d never. You know that. And even if, Secret Service can’t just roll out like that.”

“But you want her out of the way,” he said. “I saw it, I heard it in your voice.”

“I don’t, Deis. What you heard, or might have interpreted in my voice, is exhaustion. You have been obsessed with Emma for years, and it gets wilder by the year. You shout, you freak out, you’re not yourself anymore. You have flashbacks again and see your mother in near-death experiences. None of it is healthy, you know.”

The words Ed gave him resulted in immediate denial, anger, and withdrawal in him.

“Listen,” said Ed, stood up, and put a hand on his arm. “I don’t want you because she is gone. I want you, because you want me.”

And with that, Ed turned and left the room.
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: NOTHING TO FEAR – BURNS, DAUGHTERS OF THE DEEP, MADALENE DUKE


Somehow, she had imagined meeting Marie very differently. The fake mother, aka grandmother, who was the heir of an old French dynasty and held the key to a just as fake secret, while in truth she was leading a shadow organization. At least if she could trust what Riley had shown her.

Riley. What happened to her? Gods, I hope she is alright.

They were supposed to meet. Riley’s motorcycle had been there. Had it been an ambush? Or strategy? She couldn’t be sure, but soon would find out. Riley’s words still resounded in the back of her head from when she had found the hidden storage and met her in the secret room.

‘Whatever you do, do not trust Marie.’

And truth was, she trusted Riley more than the woman who had faked her entire life, being her mother, because she had been the one who finally put truth on the table.

She had been the one to reveal to her what Deis had done. She had shown her all the footage, all the dirty work the organization Riley worked for had saved and meticulously stored about Deis’ activities.

Just thinking back at what Riley had shown her made anger cook in her chest. He had engineered everything. There was proof of him vanishing her ex-boyfriends, of payments wired to the few friends she had, and even the job losses went into his account. And while she should be thankful to her grandmother’s organization for delivering the proof, she also trusted Riley’s judgement. The judgment that told her not to trust a word the woman says, with the promise of showing her why. And maybe, with all the capabilities her grandmother’s organization had, as she had all the evidence on Deis, she might just try to keep Riley from telling her the one last, grand truth.

Her fake mother. Surely it wasn’t far to believe she faked everything else, too?  

Sitting in the car with said fake mother now was weird. But not as weird as expected.

“I didn’t think you had it in you,” said Marie in a voice she knew so well. The reprimanding, down-looking voice giving the adressed a feeling of being unworthy to the last degree.

“Had what in me?” she asked defiantly.

“Strength. You were always so fragile. But I can see Deis did a good job on you.”

Within the matter of one sentence, her skin felt like burning. A fire melted her skin as boiling anger consumed her.

Deis did a good job on me? That’s all you fucking have to say? Raged a voice in her, although she knew it would come. But hearing it out loud was somehow ten times worse than simply knowing it from the tales of another person.

“Maybe,” she said darkly through gritted teeth, trying to contain her anger and appear calm, “you should ask yourself what your part was in me becoming so fragile.”

“I did what I had to do to prepare you for what would undeniably come. The mess, however, is your responsibility.”

The word anger wasn’t even enough anymore to describe what she felt inside. It was like a monster of mutated anger chewed away her inner organs and left her with only a single thing: rage.

In her mind, she imagined all the ways she could just kill her grandmother, and maybe she would just put the knife in her throat and watch her die.

But she might be dead before even leaning in on her, and killing her grandmother wasn’t on the list for today’s activities, not to forget the possible echo following.

Calm down. Be strategic.

So, she did what she always did. Dissociate her emotions into that packed little black box of hers and separated herself from anything she just felt. Was it healthy? No. But the only way out. She needed a clear mind and focus. None of it was able to have with a whirlwind of emotions clouding her judgment.

“Whatever helps you sleep at night,” she said coldly, and instead of staring out of the window, she stared at her grandmother. Her hair had gotten greyer and overall looked like the woman she knew, but it was still as if she looked at a different person. The facial expressions were so much stronger, if not arrogant and cold. The gaze she gave was from above, like she was something superior. The woman she had known had always been more subtle, more like a plain Jane than the imperious leader of a shadow organization.

The way she dressed was also different. Gone was the messy standard look, shouting normal. The woman now sitting in front of her shouted one thing: money. Old money. And the overall elitist assholiness she so detested.

She had never liked Marie much. She had been a horrible fake mother, and she was almost glad when the Alzheimer’s diagnosis came. But what she saw and heard now made her not only unlikable but also experience open detest. A detest that was present on both sides, apparently.

“You have a big mouth for a little girl with no leverage,” said Marie.

Marie acted exactly as Riley had predicted, and that fact made her brave. Because Riley had prepared her. She had hoped it wouldn’t happen that fast and not in that intensity, but whatever.

“Is that so?” she asked, trying to sound stronger than she felt. “Because I am under the impression I have quite the leverage. The leverage I intend to use if things do not go my way.”

Marie laughed. A derogatory laugh, she wanted nothing more than to punch out of her face. “And what, dear Emma, would that be?” she asked from above. “I know everything about you. I know every move you make, every tear you cry, every word you speak.”

The violation of privacy was crazy. So, her fake mom had watched her, too, for years, and instead of helping, she had let her run into open knives. The secrets and lying aside, that alone let her lose all respect.

A part of her simply wanted to run. To get far, far away and drown in the sorrow of the pain of having a fake mom but a real grandmother like this. There was this sinking feeling in her stomach, draining all the strength and power she had found with it.

Who am I to go against her? Who am I to believe I can face her? Maybe she is right. Maybe I am just a little girl without leverage?

And with the doubts came the desperation. It was as if her old personality swapped over her. The one bathing in sorrow and pain. The one ripping her of all her worth and self-respect.  “Pathetic,” said Marie, who must have seen the courage falling from her.

There she sat, with her shoulders crouched and fallen in, while she wanted nothing more than to disappear. What was it that Marie had such an influence on her? After everything? How could she still let her words in like this? After all she learned and knew about her?

She felt like the little girl again, the one who was never enough, the main feeling accompanying her entire life.

Because you aren’t, a voice in her mind told her in the same tone Marie spoke to her. You are a worthless piece of shit. You can’t even follow through with the simplest task. You never follow through with anything! The voice in her mind, invading her consciousness now, shouted at her. All the things she lacked. All the things she didn’t manage to do.

Images and sequences of the past mingled into the mix of loathing and hate raging through her mind. Everything in her became heavy while her head felt like it would explode any second now.

Pathetic!

Stupid!

Fragile!

I can’t. I can’t anymore.

And her hands jumped up to her head. She pulled her legs up and squeezed her temples with her wrists as if any of it would help. The only thing it’d do was prove Marie right.

“Urrghhh,” she groaned out because the voices and emotions raging through her inflicted real pain in her. Pain like being stabbed with a knife, several times. She could no longer distinguish her environment. It was as if everything around her was driven out, far away, unable to reach anything; she got sucked into her own despair.

I have to get out, she thought in the middle of chaos in her own thought. The sensations in her body became overwhelming.

Her heart beating so fast, audibly in her ears.

Her blood rushing through her body as if she were standing in a waterfall.

All the loud voices in her mind shouting different things.

Her limbs almost numb as if they didn’t belong to her anymore.

And between all that was a single thought.

Get out of here.

You have to get fucking out of here and far, far away.

And there was only one option to do so.

She grasped for the door opener without further thinking. And if she had to slam herself out of a driving car. It did not matter. She’d rather die than be a single second longer in this car.

Unfortunately, the door did not open. Because it didn’t, her heart hammered even more against her chest, but it also made her mind clearer.

Marie’s laugh ripped through her occupied mind.

What a shitty person you are.

“You really think I’d let that happen?” asked Marie. “And even if you would manage to escape, I’d get you back within seconds.”

“You can’t get me back when you’re dead.” The words just poured from her mouth. She hadn’t even thought about it before, but now that the words were out in the open, she’d just act on it. She had no guns anymore. But the knife Del had given her, and no one had taken it from her.

It was a decision of a nanosecond or none at all. Her first thought was to attack Marie. But her instinct made her do something else. Because the only way out, was chaos.

The knife fell from her sleeve, and without any second thought, she grasped around the driver’s seat and stabbed the knife in his neck, right where the main artery ran through.

Before anyone could do anything else, the car crashed into something very solid from the feeling of it. She had only a single second to crouch down backwards to flatten the impacts of the crash.

They hadn’t been slow, and the pain in her back and head, hitting into the driver’s seat, made her brain feel like it was left behind and burst into a million pieces. Not without satisfaction, because it would mean Marie would’ve been hit a lot worse, because she had no seatbelt on and was front-facing.

Focusing her eyes, she saw white airbags tainted in red blood everywhere. And there, just in between the mess, was Marie’s bag lying at her feet. She just grabbed inside, only to find exactly what she hoped for. A gun. Relief spread through her, and it was as if her mind was finally hers again.

Damn, Del. You saved my life with that knife. My life. Focus your fucking shit, you’re not out of trouble yet.

And without thinking twice, she took the gun and shot mindlessly where she expected the passenger seat to be occupied.

Marie seemed to be moving and pushed away the airbags. Her gaze was some sort of distorted, but also crystal clear, in a single message. You’re dead.

But she was very sure about a single thing. If her grandmother wanted her dead, she would’ve been a long time ago. There was something Marie wanted from her, and it was the only reason she was untouchable.

So, she just scuffed out in a derogatory manner and opened the door, which had unlocked upon impact, to get away, while grabbing Marie’s bag.

But before she could go anywhere else, a sensation of painful heat and sizzling tension rushed through her body from her neck down.

I should’ve just killed her, was her last thought while she collapsed onto the ground.
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DEIS
PLAYLIST: WHO ARE YOU - SVRCINA


Ed’s words followed him the rest of the day by haunting not only his mind relentlessly, but also his soul.

Why the hell would he say something like that? Why burden him by dropping something so–so–? Gods, Ed! he cursed in his mind. Ed, who hadn’t returned but apparently needed the same space he needed right now. It was all such a mess. The world outside as much as the one in him.

Is Ed right? Is it getting wilder by the year? Have I lost myself in the process of finding her? 

He had always been sure of who he was. But none of it made any sense now. The disruption in his life lately was beyond anything he had ever experienced. And there was only one way out: He had to find The Secret. Afterwards, they could all calm down. He could calm down in the comfortable presence of control.

But to find The Secret, he needed Emma. The woman he loved so much it almost killed him. The woman he wanted nothing more than to be with, but also knew there was something uncontrollable about her, something that would drag him down with her.

Not all queens need a king. Some queens are made to burn kingdoms. The words she had whispered into his ear after shooting him crossed his mind.

“I’ll be damned,” he said out loud and sat up faster than his body allowed him, as pain seared through his chest. But it did not matter.

What mattered was a shudder of epic proportions running through his entire body, because he finally understood.

A scuff left his throat as he nodded his head slightly while a wide smirk of disbelief appeared on his face. Because he found the last piece.

“She knows,” he whispered out as if it was something forbidden to say. “She already knows.”

That moment, his phone rang again.

Staring at the screen, he was immobilized for a moment. Not because he didn’t expect it, but because a sensation spread through him that told him one thing: Trouble ahead.

Delilah DeBarra, he read in his head from the caller ID again. And while he groaned internally, he pressed the green button to answer the call.

“Deis,” said Delilah in a really strange tone through the activated speaker. “Something happened.”

“What happened?” he asked, but already knew the answer. It had been Emma who was taken, just as Sam told him.

“Emma. Someone took her. They were so heavily armed, there was nothing I could do.“

“And now you’re coming to me? You do remember she shot me to free you, yes?”

“Do you believe I want to call you?” she asked back, quite annoyed. “I would love to do anything else, but this is not just anyone who took her. I have no clue how they found us. They shouldn’t have. I have every resource I can access set onto her trail, and we got exactly nothing,” said Delilah in a tone that was highly unusual for her. “The only thing we uncovered was––“

But she did not need to finish.

“The SUV crashing on Highway 95,” he ended her sentence. “I know that already. I have my team on them, but if there were something, I’d know.”

“Would you?” asked Delilah. It was a strange question.

“Are you implying I am not informed?” he asked angrily.

“Yes, Deis, I am saying, there are things in your organization you don’t know.”

Silence fell on him. Because that ever-consuming feeling of betrayal crawled up on him like a reaper in the darkness. But one thing was crystal clear: he could not have Delilah, of all people, be the one to tell him of leaks in his organization. Let alone have her triumph over him.

“I don’t believe you a fucking word,” he said. “Go play your games elsewhere.”

“It is not a game to me,” said Delilah in a softer voice. “It’s about Emma.”

“So, what do you want me to do? Divulge my secrets to you? Give you access to my resources? Don’t be delusional, Del.”

“I want you to help me get Emma back,” said Delilah quietly.

He could not help himself but laugh, painfully.

“So, you can get to The Secret, surely not.”

“No, Deis. The Secret doesn’t matter anymore to me. But I believe she is in the greatest possible danger. In a danger so great that I am willing to work with you to get her back.”

Manipulations! Shouted a voice in him.

“Prove it,” he said automatically. The heart in his chest was beating faster, almost as if it already knew what was coming.

He heard the footsteps before he got his answer. And sure enough, three seconds later, Delilah stood in the doorframe.

She looked, in one word, horrible. Several bruises on her face, her clothing full of blood, and one of her hands looked so red-ish-blue it might’ve been broken multiple times. Her hair was messy, equally full of blood, and he didn’t even want to know what other body fluids were in there. And then there was the matter of the leg. The one he had shot into.

“What the hell happened to you?” he asked before he could stop himself.

“The people who took Emma happened,” she said and stuffed her phone aside as she closed the door behind her.

“You want a doctor?” he asked her, but she only shook her head and walked over to him, limping slightly. Way less than she should while looking like this, but what did he care?

When she reached him, for a moment, he thought she wanted to kill him, but instead, she let something cold and metallic fall into his hand. The moment the slightly warm gold touched his hand. The moment it did, a heated wildfire spread through him. No fucking way.

His hand closed around it. The sensation in his body was almost magical. It was peace, because he finally held the one thing he had searched for since his mother’s death in his hand.

“Take it, it’s yours,” said Delilah and collapsed onto the chair at his bed, the one which Ed had occupied previously.

“You are willing to give it up?” he asked her incredulously. “For Emma?”

“Yes, Deis, I am. Because she is much more valuable than any secret,” said Delilah while groaning slightly from pain. She put her head back, and her skin became whiter than a corpse.

“But what makes her so valuable?” he insisted, because it all made no sense to him at all. Delilah had been so obsessed with finding The Secret, just like her father, and now she gave him the ring back that Richard DeBarra had taken from his mother. And giving it up like this for Emma? After everything? After he betrayed Delilah, sort of, with Emma? After hunting her down?

“Emma, she is––“ began Delilah, but whatever Emma was got lost in Delilah collapsing in her chair.

While he pressed the red button to call for immediate emergency help, he heaved himself up to reach for her and feel for a pulse. She could not die now. Not without letting him know what she wanted to tell him.

What is Emma? Not who she seemed to be? Her sister? Surely Delilah wouldn’t care much about a sister?

Weak pulse, fuck.

Nurses and the doctor streamed into his room; apparently, they believed he was dying again, but this time, it wasn’t him. They immediately checked on Delilah, and whatever they did, he didn’t know, because within a matter of seconds, they had her on a gurney and moved her to another room.

“What happened to her?” asked him one of the nurses after everyone else had left.

“Shot in the leg, took a beater from a professional team. Check for inner organ failure, she got so pale,” he told her, and then added a sentence he did not believe would ever come out of his mouth regarding Delilah. “You have to save her. She needs to live.”

The nurse only nodded and left while he sank back onto his bed.

What is it about you, Emma, that I don’t know?

“Mr. DeBarra,” said a nurse entering his room hours after they had taken Delilah to God knew where. It had been such a long time that he could not deny that he had gotten nervous. After years of loathing her and planning her death, he now couldn’t. At least not until she told him everything. And even then. All the hate he felt, he couldn’t do it anymore. The hate he felt now only had a single target, and that was himself. His own arrogance and stupidity.

“Your wife,” said the nurse, and it made him cringe internally and made him remember that with all the publicity about Emma and everything, Delilah was officially still his wife, “is taken care of. She bled into her abdomen, probably from an impact with something very hard. She is out of surgery and just awoke. If you want, we can accommodate her in your room.”

Do I want her here? Probably not. But it also gives me the opportunity to question her.

“Yes, please,” he answered, while wondering if Delilah was agreeable to it.

But apparently, she was. Because half an hour later, they rolled in the bed. She looked still very pale and overall very much in pain.

“Is she on painkillers?” he asked.

“Yes, Deis, of course I am,” answered Delilah, snapping at him in a slightly delirious state, which would make it very easy to get information out of her.

The nurses simply withdrew after they had plugged in several monitors, apparently not wanting to disturb their encounter.

“Tell me what it was about Emma you wanted to tell me before you collapsed,” he inquired the moment the door was closed.

“If you look at Emma, you have to see past the obvious,” said Delilah cryptically while moaning slightly in pain as she moved her arms and tried to reach the water set for her on the recovery console next to her bed.

“What do you mean?” he asked with much more curiosity in his voice than he’d liked, but he simply could not suppress it.

Delilah took a couple of sips from the straw-cup before she answered, and it made him want to jump up, rip it out of her hand, and throw it at the wall so she would finally speak. And she knew it. That’s why she did it. The anger in him rose again, nagging hard on his insides.

“The obvious is, she is my sister, she is a DeBarra and a Dumont. But she is also something else. Because no one ever looked into the life of Marie Richardson. Her real one at least.”

Goosebumps of epic proportions rushed over his skin as if the temperature in the room had dropped way below freezing point.

“I looked into her life, quite thoroughly,” he said. “But none of my people found anything. She was the daughter of an import-export Mogul; there was never a single communication or one contact out of the ordinary.”

“Because Marie is much cleverer than any of us. And most of all, she has many more resources than any of us will ever have,” said Delilah after taking another sip. “Which is why I am here, because we won’t stand a chance if we don’t join forces.”

No fucking way.

“But who is Emma?” he had gotten up now because the energy from not knowing built in his body, and he simply could not stand being forced to sit or lie down any longer. He stared at Delilah.

“To understand who Marie is, you have to start with Emma. Emma, who is the daughter of Josèphine Dumont, who was the secret love child of Denny and Marie. Denny is a Dumont. But Marie? I thought that after what Denny told me, she was a nobody. And I believe he thinks she is, too, until Emma told me not to trust him either,” told Delilah, his heart now hammering against his chest so hard that a lump appeared in his throat simply from the pain of the heavy beating.

“But Marie Richardson is a curated role. A role made, and I cite, to burn kingdoms.”

Burn kingdoms. The same words Emma used. No fucking way.

“I heard that sentence before,” he whispered.

“I know, Deis. I was there. I might’ve been delusional, but I have very good ears.”

“But who is Marie? Who is Emma?” he now asked, urgently, through still whispering because he was, for whatever reason, scared of finding out the truth.

“There are three things I know,” began Delilah with a very silent voice. Three. And that alone told him everything he needed to know. It had always been the three. “The first is that Marie’s real name is Majorie. The second is that she leads an organization called Ramesès. And the third is,”

But whatever the third was, his mind had shut off the listening. Because his focus went inside as he revisited every moment of the past. His entire skin went ice cold while feeling like on fire. He stared at Delilah, and the only word that came from his mouth was a whispered, “No,” while realization roared through him with a finality he had never felt before. Because it all made sense now. Ramesès. Riley. Maj, as in Majorie. Emma. The trails. Everything.

He gasped in because, apparently, he had forgotten to breathe. Because he had been played. Used. Occupied. All he did was never for himself. Never for his revenge, but always for the gain. Not his, but Majorie’s.

“Deis, what is it?” asked Delilah now urgently.

But he could not answer. Words failed him as his mind tried to grasp the extent of the damage done.

“Deis!”

Only he was a prisoner of his own mind right now. He could only stare, absently, into nothingness.

Suddenly, water splashed into his face.

“Urgh!” he shouted angrily. Delilah was lying with an open cup in her hand and stared at him.

“Talk to me,” she said in a very bossy tone. “Now.”

The water and the anger vanished, the fog in his mind, and he could think a bit more clearly again.

“Tell me the third thing,” he said to evade her command.

“The third thing,” she said, slightly annoyed, “is that Majorie is the descendant–“ but he already knew what she would say. The connection he had never made. “–the descendant of Renard De Montreuil.”

He closed his eyes. Hearing it out loud made his entire body feel like it was falling. And falling. And falling.

“Now, tell me what you know,” required Delilah. “I can see you know something.”

For a moment, he simply went with the free fall he found himself in.

“Deis!” shouted Delilah now at him and ripped him from the film in his head.

His eyes flashed open, and he stared at Delilah again. It took him several more breaths until he was ready to speak. At first, he despised the idea of telling Delilah what he knew, but there was no point now of hiding it.

“I built my organization based on intel we got from a person who was supposedly an insider in Richard’s network. A very close, trusted person. Later, we gained our own intel, but that was how it started,” he breathed in before he continued. “I heard that person’s name only once, a code name told me my team back then. The code name was Maj.”

Delilah did not break the gaze into his eyes. Her look was strangely intense, so intense that he could not stand it and looked away.

“I didn’t understand back then, but now, I do,” he continued. “Over the years of building my organization, I encountered Ramesès several times. The first was a raid we did in Ibiza where Riley saved all our asses. She started working for us later, under very special terms. She even gave me information on Ramesès. She was going against them because Ramesès had violated their agreement and trust.”

He stared at the pale, violet-colored wall. Riley. Had it been all her doing?

“Riley told me most of what I know,” said Delilah now, and he immediately focused back. “But it wasn’t much as she was passing out.”

“She what? How?” he asked.

“Emma. Emma told me to trust her but not Marie. I found Riley. She had been taken by Majorie or Marie or however her real name is. That’s how I ended up here. I have never had to go against a force like that,” said Delilah, and he saw how serious she was. “I have never seen a force like that. They have intelligence beyond anything I and my team have ever seen, they come like ghosts and leave like shadows presented with light.”

“Emma told you to trust her but not Marie?” he asked for clarification. “So, she knows?”

“I think Emma isn’t working for Marie. I think she found something, and since then she has been…different.”

“Del,” he said in a knowing whisper. “Emma is a descendant of Renard De Montreuil.”

“Née pour brûler des royaumes,” said Delilah, equally whispering. “Born to burn kingdoms.”

They did not speak for a very long time. They were apparently both occupied in their minds because they knew what it meant. Their families had suffered greatly at the hands of Renard De Montreuil, then known as Le Justicier des Opprimés, the avenger of the oppressed. There had been a time when all their families, the DeBarras, the LeBlancs, and the Dumonts could not set a foot forth without having one executed left and right.

But that Marie, or Majorie, fell in love with Denny Dumont must have been unacceptable for Renard. That is probably the reason why Denny and his sister sought shelter with the DeBarras. Or was all of that fake, too, and a strategy?

“The Secret,” he suddenly said. “Emma knows, does’t she?”

“The Secret is a ruse, Deis,” said Delilah silently as if she was speaking of something tainted and filthy.

“What do you mean?”

“There never was a secret. Emma told me.”

“What were her exact words?” he asked as the rock appeared in his stomach.

“The Secret is a lie with a sole purpose: to distract,” said Delilah.

A shudder of epic proportions rushed over his skin. It all made so much sense now. Emma had always been right to not trust what he had fallen for. He was one hundred percent sure Delilah was right about everything.

There was only one thing that made absolutely no sense.

“Why did Marie, Majorie, take Emma by force then?” he asked.

“I have no idea. Maybe because she knows something? Maybe because she needs her? Maybe because she knew Emma wouldn’t trust her?” answered

Maybe, he thought. Or maybe there is much more we don’t know.

“When I was with her, Emma wanted to show me something. She called it the root of all evil,” added Delilah.

The root of all evil. I have heard it before. Somewhere. But where?

“We have to find her,” he said.

“I know where she is,” said Delilah.

“What? How? I thought––” he asked incredulously. “Why come here, then?”

“I gave her our wedding ring,” she said silently. “So I can trace her down. That’s how you tracked me.”

So, Delilah knew what he had done.

“Yes,” he answered quietly. “Why were you still wearing it?” he asked in the same breath, because after everything, he would’ve expected her to sink it into the depths of the ocean.

Delilah glanced at him for a moment.

“A tracking device always works two ways,” she finally said.

“So––“ he began while he realized how he had been played, but Delilah interrupted him.

“Well, good you did it, otherwise I would have no idea where they took her,” said Delilah way more unconcerned than he expected.

“But aren’t you angry?”

“I was. Very. But you are not the enemy anymore. You are just another player in the schemes of someone way up the food chain.”

Delilah’s words made him cringe internally. There was nothing worse than the feeling of being played, and it was so present he shuddered slightly from the uncomfortable sensation rushing through his body.

“If we are up against Majorie,” said Delilah, “we have to work together and be very, very careful. But also, there is one thing I will make very, very clear,” she added.

“And what is that?” he asked with a cocked eyebrow and slightly pursed lips.

“Emma is my sister, one I will protect at all costs.”

“I wouldn’t have picked you for sisterly affections,” he said.

“Me neither,” said Delilah and laughed out loud, “but she grew on me, you know. She is–”

“Special,” he ended Delilah’s sentences. “I know.”

“Not just special,” interjected Delilah. “She gives me a feeling of being so human. I don’t know.”

He knew exactly what she meant. It was the same feeling he had with Emma. It was like he didn’t have to hide, like everything was allowed, and he could just be. A sigh left his throat.

“You really love her, don’t you?” asked Delilah.

“Yes,” he whispered out because he was more than afraid to even speak it out after everything, and especially in front of Delilah. Who was not only a sadistic sociopath, but also his wife. Officially. And maybe that’s why he added, “But I also hate her.”

“Sounds like love to me,” said Delilah. “What would love be without hating each other once in a while?”

And they both had to laugh.

“I’m sorry for what I did to you,” he finally said after they both had gone back to silence.

Now, Delilah cocked an eyebrow at him, requesting clarification.

“You wanted out, I was your way out, and I used you,” he then said. “It’s good putting everything out in the open.”

Delilah was apparently lost for words. Because whatever she had expected, an apology wasn’t on that list. He hadn’t had it on his list either. He usually wasn’t one to apologize. Ever.

“She changed you,” said Delilah then.

And she was right, kind of.

“I don’t think she did. I don’t believe in people changing each other. But she showed me how life could be if I allowed myself to feel.” Urgh! Even saying it is horrible. Why am I even telling Delilah all of this?

“Yeah, she does have that effect,” said Delilah, and both their mouths cracked into a grin before they laughed again.

“I hope you’ll remember this talk tomorrow when you wake up from your dosage of pain meds,” he then said between two painful laughs.

“Let’s hope I do,” said Delilah, and after a while, their laughs drifted into silence until Delilah fell asleep. It gave him a moment to think about everything he had learned today. While he still had a million more questions, for right now, it was okay. His body felt heavy, and he had to lie down again. The pain in his chest felt like it was splitting him in two. But his thoughts were with Emma.

Maybe it will all turn out okay, he thought and drifted off into sleep, too. Peaceful silence fell over him. He heard the constant buzzing of the monitors as a last thing, but what he didn’t hear was the person entering their room silently.
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: DANGEROUS GAME – KLERGY, BEGINNERS


Waking up was always hard for her. But waking up after being tasered and injected with God knew what was a truly horrible experience. Her senses somehow did not belong to her.

Where the fuck am I? she asked herself in her mind as her vision blurred colors into her mind.

Burning pain in her eyes became present, and as she tried to focus the blurry mess of shadows and lights playing out in front of her, she also tried to figure out where up and down were.

Am I lying? Or sitting?

Her hands touched a surface.

Hard surface.

Where’s my head on?

She moved her head a bit.

Ouch.

Her neck hurt like shit. In an attempt to move her hand up, she found it to be fixed.

Seriously? Again?

At this point, she was rather served up of being taken and held captive. Only this time it must have been her own grandmother. Wonderful, really, really wonderful.

Fueled by the anger of being taken by her own damn grandmother, her vision became clearer now, and she could make out that she was sitting at a desk in front of her. The room around her was clean as fuck, almost like an interrogation room in the catacombs of a secret unit of the FBI, only seen in movies.

Turning her head, there was a black, heavy-looking door with a pin pad to her right and a mirror-like window to her left. In the upper corner was a camera, the red dot on it blinking red.

So it is an interrogation room. Even better, she said sarcastically in her mind while she let her head fall back a bit in an attempt to get her neck some relief.

There was a very bright neon lamp hanging above her that glowed at her shamelessly, illuminating her painful eyes.

Where the fuck did they take me? And what do they want from me? She asked herself, while closing her eyes, not to get blinded by the light. Also, I have to fucking pee.

At that moment, a door opened. She snapped her head back up and saw two suits entering the room. Their suits looked tailored and very high-ranking bodyguard-like, and she half expected business Brad to appear again.

“Miss Richardson,” said one of them. “Am I right?”

“Who’s asking?” she snapped at him.

“We are asking the question,” said the guy with very creepy blue-grey eyes, while having very dark brown, almost black hair. There were people she could sense were bad from just a gaze into their eyes, and this was exactly such a case. It gave her the creeps.

“Don’t expect any answers, then,” she said very coldly.

The guys glanced quickly at each other before the other one said, “Miss Richardson, this can get very uncomfortable for you very quickly, if we don’t get any answers. Is that what you want?”

What an arrogant asshole you are, she thought and kept her mouth shut. She would not answer a single one of their questions until she knew where she was and who they were.

“Alright,” said the other with the strange eyes. “Your choice.”

“Giving me a Hobson’s choice,” she said darkly, “isn’t mine, but yours. Put that on the list.”

They both glanced at her, and it was exactly what she had aimed for. Leaving them confused. One of Deis’ favorite tactics, and right now, she was rather thankful for learning it from his asshol-y behavior.

“What list?” asked one of them, but as it was another question, she did not answer, a smug grin on her face.

“I think,” said the creepy eyes guy, “She needs some persuasion.”

The other one only nodded and got out of the room, only to return with a bucket of water.

And just when creepy eyes grasped her neck to push her into the water held in front of her, the door banged open.

“What the fuck are you doing?” shouted a guy’s voice. And as the man let go of her, she saw it was a tall man, who looked overall very functional. His belt was stacked with a firearm, a knife, a cylinder that might be some sort of spray, and most of all, a badge.

A badge that made her groan internally, because adding to all she had been through, being mixed up into whatever the FBI wanted from her.

“Get out,” he shouted at them while grasping the water bucket from one of them and throwing it out of the door. There it splashed into a dimly lit, black corridor wall.

Okay, whatever is going on will be wild.

Suit and Suit left rather grudgingly. Creepy-eyes banged into a functional guy’s shoulder and told him, “You won’t get through with that, asshole,” and left without closing the door.

The functional guy closed the door and then sat down opposite her.

“Miss Richardson,” he began, gave her the rights speech and then said, “I excuse the methods they aimed to use. The CIA minions were never one for subtle methods.”

CIA. What the fuck.

“I am going to open your handcuffs, don’t make me regret it.”

Yeah, because I am going to attack you, unarmed and in an interrogation room, God knew where.

Something in her system told her to trust neither of them. Maybe it was a typical bad cop, good cop game.

“Why am I even here?” she asked while stretching her arms and neck.

“The intel we have names you as the head of an organization we, as much as the CIA, have been following for years. The list of the people you have, or have had killed, is quite extensive, Miss Richardson.”

I–what––?

She could not even wrap her head around it.

“ I-I am not,” she stammered out. “Who the hell gave you that intel?”

“A trusted source. So, you deny being head of said organization?”

“Yes, of course I do!” she shouted, because anger rose in her. Anger was never a good advisor.

“Miss Richardson, I just want to talk.” 

“You want to know what I have been through the past weeks?” she then shouted and jumped up. “I was kidnapped, tortured, and attemptedly raped. I freed myself, and then my own family had me almost killed, so excuse me if I feel slightly agitated when you accuse me of things others have been doing to me!”

The man glanced at her, and that moment she knew. She knew she had said too much and that it had been exactly his tactic. Fuck.

“Who kidnapped you?”

“I am not saying another word without a lawyer,” she said while placing herself with crossed arms on the chair.

I need to calm my temper. This is fucking strategy.

“A lawyer would rather complicate things we could simply talk about to clear things out,” he said. “Don’t you want to get this over with fast?”

“Lawyer.”

“So you’re telling me you’re guilty, otherwise you wouldn’t need one, would you?” he then asked.

“I have a right to a lawyer, which tells you nothing about my actions,” she simply stated.

“Is that so?” asked the man.

“Lawyer,” she repeated.

“Alright, Miss Richardson, but it isn’t my time we are wasting, rather that of one Riley Anderson.”

The moment the words got over his lips, a sinking feeling appeared in her stomach that dragged her down with her. Riley. So, it all had been a setup.

“And why are we wasting her time?” she asked.

“You tell me, Miss Richardson. She was taken by a team of ten, right before you escaped with your grandmother.”

“Escaped, pah,” she scuffed out. “More like taken against my will.”

Urgh! Shut the fuck up!

“Who took Riley?”

“I don’t know.”

“Who are you, Miss Richardson? Because from what I can see, you are not who you appear to be.”

And that moment it clicked. He had given himself away by a single thing. He had used the word grandmother. There were a handful of people who knew about the true nature of their relationship, and now she knew it was all a fucking setup to find out a single thing: Where Riley was.

A smug smirk she could not stop from appearing twitched her mouth up.

“Such a show,” she said. “For what?”

“What do you mean?” asked the fake agent, but she saw right through their little game of lies.

With one glance, she checked the table’s legs. To her delight, they weren’t fixed. A smirk ran over her face, and she could see in the guy’s eyes that he was very aware of the mistake he had made.

With one hard, heavy movement, she pushed the table up and into the agent who had his arm up in protection within the moment. The sound of the hard table meeting the human body was a satisfying thud that brought her exactly the time needed to grab her chair.

The stumbling agent removed the table, and in the sweet second where he did not see it coming, she slammed the chair into his face.

The fake agent went down immediately. Hard steel and sensitive temple never made a good match. Without thinking further, she let the chair fall to the ground with a metallic clunking while going for the agent’s gun. And not only his gun, but his knife and phone, too.

He lay groaning on the floor, half passed out.

“Pathetic,” she hissed and got up. “If you want to know where Riley is, Marie, you have to get up earlier,” she said while placing herself directly in front of the mirror window with an arrogant smirk on her face that she had never seen before. “I know you are there. Watching. Hoping I’d be the fragile little girl folding in front of you. But I am not.”

And then, she held the gun straight into the window and shot three times into the mirror. The glass splinched but didn’t break as it was safety glass, as expected.

Moments passed.

Suddenly, someone clapped behind her. She spun round only to see her grandmother walking in.

Seeing her, she despised everything about her. It wasn’t even the lying and crappy fake-motherly thing she had delivered in her past; it was her, as a person. Everything about her repelled her. The cold eyes. The way she wore her hair, with almost all of it to one side. The glance of being something better. The clothing that gave off the authority she tried to convey.

“Interesting,” said Marie, then stared into her eyes with a slightly tilted head as if she were to determine what sort of strategy she was to use.

“Now, what?” she asked her grandmother. “Torture me? Kill me? What is it you want?”

“I had to see if you had it in you,” said Marie.

“And what is it I had to prove to you?” she asked defiantly. One more hoop she had to jump through to get her mother’s, well, grandmother’s approval. But she didn’t care anymore. She was so fucking done with getting anyone’s approval.

“I had to know, if you were ready to know,” said Marie silently.

“Ready to know what??” she asked as goosebumps appeared on her skin.

“Come,” said Marie and pointed with her head to the door.

Her curiosity prickled through her body like a firecracker, because after everything she had gone through, she probably was to find out what was kept such a secret. But that sensation wasn’t the only one, let alone the strongest one. The strongest one was the deepest desire to kill the woman in front of her, who had called herself mother but had been everything but one to her.

Anger had always been her driver and would always be. Anger so strong it made her calm and focused in a way she never was. Maybe because anger drew out all the insecurities she had, maybe because anger made her truly feel herself. In the end, it didn’t matter. What mattered was the result.

And the result was a calculating force that couldn’t care less what her fake mother had to show her.

Her shoe splashed into water in the corridor, which led to a closed door, where Marie entered a number. It was the same number she had entered as a code in Crystal Falls in the hidden server farm, and all she had to see.

It was a decision of a second.

Go with her. Or go after her.

If she were completely honest with herself, there was no decision. There was no ‘with’ regarding her fake mother, so she pulled the gun, pointed it directly into her grandmother’s face.
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DEIS
PLAYLIST: SOLDIER’S EYES – JACK SAVORETTI


His sleep was restless. And when he woke again, the dark room was only illuminated by a nightlight next to the door. In the shadows, she saw Delilah being fast asleep. But what he also saw was the person sitting next to Delilah, leaning on her bed and apparently also sleeping.

He watched them for a while, and when sitting up, he saw that the person was holding Delilah’s hand. From the statue in the shadow and the haircut, he assumed it to be Rae, Delilah’s protective detail.

So, what are they now? he wondered. Not that he minded. The only thing he would mind being with someone else was Emma. About Delilah, he couldn’t care less. It had never been love, nor ever will.

Pain shot through his chest from the act of getting up. Fuck, he gasped out in his mind and lay back down.

His mind drifted into thoughts. It had been good talking openly with Delilah, but it had also raised questions. Questions that have now become more present with the distance of several hours of sleep.

‘There are things in your organization you don’t know about,’ Delilah had told him. Did she mean Riley? Or was there more? More, as in Ed not being entirely honest? Or even worse, a leak?

And then there was the matter with Majorie. The name he heard once when they got intel on Ramèses. Has it really all been Majorie’s doing? Or was Delilah lying to get information?

All the questions he had no answer to. And right now, being forced to this damn bed, he couldn’t do a single thing about it. He was only sure about one thing, and that was that the truth would come out.

With that satisfying thought, he drifted off into sleep.

When he woke again, it was bright sunshine greeting him with rays of sun on his face. Opening his eyes, he saw the sun rays making their way through the window shades, and while it didn’t warm him, due to the time of the year, it was just nice. One of the nicer days in many days of triste grey.

For just a moment, he simply wanted to dream himself into his house in the Provence, with the amazing view of the vineyards and the Mont Ventoux in the distance.

Only Delilah had other plans.

“So what’s the plan?” she asked.

“Good morning to you, too,” he groaned out.

“I’ve been awake for hours. What happened to you? You were always the first to wake.”

“You should’ve been out a lot longer with all the meds you are on,” he shot back at her, “I had none, so sorry for the inconvenience of my body recovering.”

“Whatever. What’s the plan?”

“Why don’t you make one? After all, you have been awake for hours,” he said, sneering at her.

With annoyance, he heaved himself up. His chest still in pain.

“Why don’t you tell me who your visitor was who came in late?” he asked her while monitoring every one of her expressions.

“You saw that.”

“Of course I did, Del, seriously.”

“Rae,” she said quietly.

At least she was honest and did not evade or deflect.

“I also saw that you two are more than what I or the public know,” he added and gazed directly into her eyes.

Delilah did not answer at first, but stared back at him and took her time to think.

“Yes,” she finally said.

“Yes, what?”

“Yes, as in the answer to the question wanting to come over your lips, but you do not dare to speak.”

“So, you are a thing.”

“Like I said, yes. Now, punish me for it, will you?” asked Delilah dismissively.

So Delilah has gone down the same road as I did with Ed. Only she let it in. But how could she, of all people?

“What made you go there?” he asked.

“What do you mean?” asked Delilah back, visibly confused, because she had apparently expected a very different reaction.

“I just wondered, you always wanted everything to appear so perfect, there was nothing you wanted to ever blast up in your face, you were always so thorough, and then you start something with your personal detail, while being married?” he asked. “And just to be clear, I don’t mind about the marriage thing, but you always cared about the image the public held of you, isn’t that way too risky?”

Delilah eyed him for a long time before she spoke. “Why do you care?”

“I dunno. I just–forget it.” He had already said too much, and Delilah could not find out any of it. Control lately slipped many times from his fingers, and he hated all about it. Suck it up and get cold, he told himself. But since he had opened up to Emma, he simply couldn’t put it back anymore, all the feelings.

“I can sleep when Rae is with me,” said Delilah then. “I can never sleep. You know that. But when Rae is with me, I can. That’s when I knew.”

It was a moment of truce that meant everything. A moment showing him, Delilah wasn’t lying, wasn’t faking it, wasn’t doing it for the exploitation of his knowledge. Because she had given him a vulnerability. And Delilah was vulnerable as often as a human put a foot onto the moon. Doing so meant a great deal. He knew a thing or two about that.

They gazed into each other’s eyes, and it was for the first time he saw behind all his hatred a real person. A person who had gone through the worst in life. Both their families were so fucked up, but Delilah had it even worse than him, with Richard as a father.

Richard.

“The plan is to kill your father,” he then said silently. “Are you in?”

“And what is with Emma?” she asked.

“I believe the safest way to get to Emma is to get the target of her back first so she can get out of her position of running. Secondly, if Secret Service, or whoever posed as them, got her, it was a hundred percent your father. And thirdly, I am not sure I will be the one to bring her back.”

“Why?” asked Delilah, and the way she did it was not accusing, but understanding.

“Because I have done so many things, probably unforgivable ones.” He couldn’t even be angry with Delilah anymore. The hate he had felt towards her had all been grounded in stuff he had done. But it hadn’t been about Delilah at all. It was about him hiding stuff. Out of reasons now no longer applied. Because it was all about to surface anyway, as Emma already knew. “I believe you’ll be the one who saves Emma. From whoever took her as much from herself,” he ended the sentence without the point made. Because in him raged a storm way beyond words. It wasn’t even necessarily a storm but more of a chaos of emotions. One he couldn’t handle.

“If it’s real, she will forgive you. Also, she shot you. Don’t you think that makes you kinda even?” said Delilah, way too empathetic for her, and he had to chuckle slightly.

“What are you laughing at?” she asked with slightly pursed lips.

“You, me. Giving each other advice in love and joking around,” he said. “Who would’ve guessed,” he added, still chuckling. And Delilah joined in.

“Yeah,” she simply said. “Who would’ve guessed, last week we wanted to kill each other and now–” But what exactly was now, she did not elaborate. And it was not necessary.

Moments of silence filled the air in a comfortable peace as their gazes drifted apart with all the said and unsaid things that they both got off their chests.

“I’m in,” said Delilah after a while, and their eyes found each other again. “In killing Richard. But I want to be the one to do it.”

It was a request he did not like, because he had the same desire. He wanted to be the one to drive Richard’s brain from his skull and pulverize it. Delilah apparently saw what was happening within him and added, “I know you want to kill him so badly. But I have to, because I want to be free. I will never be if I am not the one. I want to torture him until he breaks and do to him what he did to me, and then I want to drive a full magazine into his body.”

A smirk ran over his face because he had the same fantasies about killing Richard.

Let go of it, told a voice in his mind. It wasn’t his mother’s, but Emma’s. And maybe that was the reason he gave in to it. Because it did not matter. What mattered was her, even if she would hate him forever.

[image: ]


Half an hour later, Ed walked into the room, not surprised but very skeptical of what Delilah was doing here with him. He was also abuzz by their newly found common ground and could only draw up both eyebrows when he divulged their plan to him.

“So you are what now?” asked Ed.

“Allies,” answered Delilah. “I know you can’t stand me, you never could, but this is bigger than sympathies.”

“It’s not that I don’t like you, it’s more like I don’t trust you,” retorted Ed, the sometimes blatant and straightforward person he could be.

“Let’s focus on the main goal, shall we?” he injected to keep Ed and Delilah from bickering.

“Yes,” said Delilah. “My father has many hiding holes, friends in high places, and protection none of us can go against; therefore, it will be very hard to get to him, but not impossible, because I am still his daughter, and right now, he hides in Havana. In a fortress, none of us can come close enough to kill him, let alone capture him. But I know exactly how he operates and how to draw him out.”

“And how do you intend to do that?” asked Ed, still skeptical.

“The Scarab beetles,” he said, remembering what Delilah had told him after he got to her.

“Yes, and no. The Scarab beetles only bring you so far. They are an identifier. For the network he rules. The tell you were to look, but nothing more. If you want to draw him out, there will only be a single thing.”

“And what is that?” asked Ed, even more aversion in his look.

“By giving him something he wants more than everything else in the world,” she said, and then added very quietly, “The Secret.”

“But I thought Emma said there was no secret,” he added immediately.

“There isn’t, but he doesn’t know that. What I wanna do is to bring him both rings in my best daddy’s daughter manner and tell him to meet me at a location where we take him.”

The words coming from Delilah’s mouth immediately turned on his inner voice. It shouted at him not to do it, it shouted that the well-played card from Delilah would lead him into betrayal.

It screamed and roared of all the things he had already suspected at least once. It had all been her strategy to get the location of The Secret from him. From getting essential information on him, Emma, and his organization. The way she had given herself, so different, so vulnerable. It had been planned. Even giving him his mother’s ring.

Calculation! Betrayal! There is a secret! Lies! Kill her now!

His body retracted, and everything around him got so far away that he could not even touch his own thigh as his mind zoomed out. Betrayal. It was always betrayal.

“Deis.”

A hand on his forearm. Ed’s hand. So far away.

He would’ve given anything to storm out. Just like Emma did.

We are so alike, ma belle.

It’s been a while since he used those two words for her, but whatever would happen between them, she would always be his ma belle.

“Deis.”

There it was again, distracting him from the movie in his head, telling the story of how he saw her for the first time, of that little spark in her eyes that mesmerized him ever since. The moment he had pulled her close in front of the elevators in that pestilent bar Julie had invited them to. Her skin touching his.

A tingling in his arms and legs crawled up to his core, and further up his chest. It was a sensation he had never had before. Now, it reached his neck, his face, his lips, and his forehead. His entire body tingled while also feeling very, very numb. Maybe it wasn’t his body anymore. Or maybe he was simply paralyzed from now on. Or he might just die again.

Maybe I want to die. Maybe dying will finally end the betrayals.

Don’t, she whispered.

Emma.

Ma belle.

He had to fight for her.

He could not die without knowing she was safe.

Why are you torturing me like this, ma belle?

‘I am not. You do this to yourself, love. It is the cage you build around you that does.’

And with that, everything went black again.
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: BLACK WIDOW – IGGY AZALEA, RITA ORA


Obviously, her fake mother had heard the click and also felt the gun pressing into her back, because she froze without further clarification.

“Don’t even try, Em,” said Marie. “You will never get out of here alive.”

“Oh, I will. You will personally escort me outside. The second anyone intervenes, you’ll be dead.”

“Em, listen.”

“No, you listen to me. My entire fucking life, I listened to you. Whatever it is, I don’t wanna hear it. What I want is to get out of here. So, in case you wish to live, I advise you to do as I say,” she said coldly with a strength she had found somewhere in the depths of her soul, and added, “Otherwise, you shall end like Derrick.”

The moment the words had left her lips, she regretted speaking them. But in the end, it did not matter. Now, everyone listening knew. But it did not matter. What mattered was killing her real father. And if her grandmother got in the way, so be it.

Footsteps behind her indicated people arriving, and she turned round with her grandmother at gunpoint.

“Drop the gun,” shouted one of the heavily armed men.

“No,” she said quite clearly and then more silently to her grandmother, “I know you need me alive, so you will tell them to leave, you will let me go, provide me with a car, and will not follow me.”

“Or what?” asked her grandmother with an arrogance in her voice that was despising.

“Or you will drop dead, and this facility will not stand here any longer.” It was a leap of faith, but Riley, as much as Del, had all the means to blow up this building; she only had to let her know where she was, and if she wasn’t entirely wrong, Del knew precisely where she was.

“Your little friends won’t find you here, little bird,” said her mother even more sneeringly.

“Don’t they?” she asked, holding up her hand in front of Marie’s face and wiggling the finger with the ring Del had given her.

“You should check people more closely when you kidnap them. Here I was, thinking you were a professional,” she said with a derogatory undertone she couldn’t help coming.

It fucking feels so good to have leverage.

Marie fell silent. A silence she knew was getting her out of options. Whatever was in this building meant everything to Marie.

“Emma, this is your heritage. All I did was to keep you safe. All the years were to train you. This here, all of this is yours,” she then said.

“I don’t want it,” she said, not entirely honest. But chances were that whatever Marie told or said was a lie, too. A lie told to make her do what she wanted. “And if I have to repeat myself, it will be physical.”

Moments passed where no one did anything. Only heavy breaths of anticipation were audible. And it fucking annoyed her.

“I give you three more seconds. One,” she said. “Two––“

“Let her go,” ordered Marie to her people. “Stand down, give her the car.”

“Good, let’s go then.”

With her mother at gunpoint, she walked through the men with lowered guns. And while she had to keep the mask of her strong self, it was fucking terrifying inside.

They walked down a very messy path, and she could swear her mother had done it to distract her from her sense of location. But she was very good at navigation and had an excellent skill of remembering every path she had once walked.

“Stop playing me,” she whispered darkly. “We passed this door already.” And pushed the gun harder into Marie’s back, who only sighed slightly. A sigh telling her she was nothing more than an inconvenience.

Finally, they stepped through a door into a garage.

“Dealer’s choice,” said Marie and turned round while pointing at the cars around them, ranging from SUVs to sports cars to motorcycles.

“You don’t think I will let you go right now?” she told her. “You will drive me far away, and when I decide it’s safe, I’ll leave you there and take over. So, get in a fucking car.”

It felt so good bossing Marie around after all those years.

“I’d say we take this one here,” she added, nodding towards a black Audi R8. It was fast, and it was one she always wanted to drive. She would ditch it anyway, but at least she could check driving an R8 from her bucket list. All circumstances aside, she still loved cars.

Marie snorted derogatorily and said, “Poor attention-seeking girl.”

Oh, you shouldn’t have said that.

The echo would come, not right now, but very, very soon.

“Get in and drive,” she said, swallowing down the answer she wanted to give until they were very far away from this building.

The Audi’s motor roared through the garage upon start.

And while Marie drove the car through the underground garage, which was so huge that it was clear that Marie was still trying to confuse her. She was also certain they would exit the garage somewhere else and away from the building they were in, as she saw several exits pass by them.

“Take this one,” she told Marie and nodded to her right while shaking her hand a bit to remind Marie of the gun.

“As you wish,” said Marie with a malicious smirk from above.

As they exited the lighted garage through a heavy steel gate that took ages to open, the first thing she saw was pure darkness, only illuminated by the R8’s lights.

Wherever they were, it was nowhere in the city anymore.

“Where are we?” she asked.

“Upstate.”

“A little more specific wouldn’t hurt,” she said coldly, and to her annoyance, Marie did not answer but made the R8 roar. She was pressed hardcore into her seat and almost flew around as Marie made the car speed around the corner, then grasped her arm with the gun.

But she had to get up earlier. She was, after all, older. A lot older.

Without any hesitation, she pulled the gun’s trigger. The shot fired landed to her utmost satisfaction in Marie’s thigh, and she let go of her arm in agony.

“Next one lands in your cold heart,” she said. “Now, stop the car, get out.”

Marie did as told and got out. Not without audible pain. While Marie got out, she climbed over to the driver’s seat.

“Your phone,” she told Marie and held out her hand, still pointing the gun at her.

Marie pushed the phone into her hand.

“I’m going to find you, Emma, and when I do, you’ll pay for this.”

“No, I don’t think so,” she said with a smirking scuff. “Because you need me, after all.”

And with that, she shot her in the shoulder.

She had no intention of killing Marie, because if she had, probably the entire force of her organization would have come after her. But this, this would keep them distracted, and that was all she needed.

Marie sank to the ground, and while she did, she unlocked the phone with a face scan.

“You should have killed me,” said Marie. “Now, I’ll hunt you.”

“No, you won’t. You see, I already know who you are. And I also know who I am,” she said and closed the door to drive off.

Seeing the lights of the car approaching told her they had been followed.

But she had Marie’s phone now, and that was one of the most valuable things she had probably ever gathered. Because when she went through the contacts, she found what she was looking for.

Richard DeBarra, she read in her mind. I am coming for you.

Browsing through the phone further while driving, she glanced at the made and received calls. Normally, she would park the car somewhere and do it then, but she was sure to be followed, and it was only a short period of breathing room for her.

Interestingly enough, there were many names she recognized. Richard was only one of them. Then there was Denny, with several calls. He has probably been played by her, too, she thought, before she read further.

Names she didn’t recognize followed and then–

“No fucking way,” she gasped out while reading the name out loud. “Julie Regan.”

She should feel something. Right? But there was only emptiness. Because of all the people she trusted, Julie, her oldest and probably only real friend, or who she believed to be her friend, was part of the scheme, too.

If Julie worked for Marie…then…every-fucking-thing was a fucking lie. None of it started with Deis, but with her being born. Because Julie had been her friend before Deis had infiltrated her life.

“Fuck,” she breathed out as the puzzle pieces came together.

There was so much resentment she felt towards Deis, but in the end, he had been stirred by Marie, just like everyone else. And just like that, Marie became an even greater enemy than Richard. Because what Marie did was somehow worse than killing her mother. Maybe because it affected her more, because she could grasp it more, and she never knew her real mother. It was so far away. What Marie did, however, wasn’t.

I should have killed her, she thought before staring at the number under Julie’s name. It wasn’t a number she knew, and she knew all the numbers. The one thing she was proud of, being able to remember every fucking number she had ever seen.

So Julie had a secret life. One, she must have hidden from Deis. Or did he know? Did they all work together in the end? And with that thought, something in her fell.

To not lose herself in falling, she had to take action. Focus. There was one way to find out how deep the betrayal went, and that was by clicking the number.

“Maj,” said Julie on the other end, “very bad timing.”

Maj. So they’re on first-name basis.

“Good to hear you too, Julie,” she said, extra friendly, the sarcasm running from her words.

Silence.

“Lost for words?” she asked. “I am not. Let’s hear your excuse, shall we?”

“Em, listen, it’s not how you think it is,” said Julie carefully, searching for the right words.

“Oh, they always say that. Listen here, listen there. You know what, I am fucking done with listening and being lied to. So, what is it I think this is?”

“You feel betrayed because you think she paid me to be your friend,” said Julie.

“Indeed, I do. I also think you had every chance of telling me the truth, but you didn’t.”

“I couldn’t. Maj recruited me as a child, my father made the contracts, and I was never to tell you. I couldn’t or––“

“Or what?” she asked while her heart beat faster in her chest.

“Or she would’ve killed me,” whispered Julie now while a door clicked close. “Coming!” shouted Julie, apparently to someone else she was with. “Em, I can’t talk right now, we are meeting with Deis and Delilah, but I will explain. Apparently, you got Maj’s phone, so whatever happened to her––“

But whatever Julie said, she didn’t listen anymore.

Meeting with Deis and Delilah. So, Del, she had done what? Went straight to Deis and worked together with him now?

Everything around her zoned out. And there she was, believing she could trust Del. I got her out, and she does what? Run straight back to him to betray me. Everyone betrays and lies these days. Julie. Deis. Riley. Marie.

And just like that, every last bit of trust she ever had fell from her. She ripped the ring Del had given her from her finger and threw it out of the window.

Then, she dialed Riley again, but it went straight to voicemail. There was only one place she could go now, and that place was where it started: The meeting point Riley had given her.

So, she drove the R8 back to the place they wanted to enter yesterday before Marie had taken her, and when she turned the corner leading to the meeting point, she saw Riley’s bike was gone. But she’d enter anyway.

The street was still strangely deserted, which made her on alert, but there was no other way. She had to get in there.

The R8 came to a halt in front of the door, and she didn’t even care to close the car’s door as she jumped out, just in case she needed to get away quickly.

She rushed to the pin pad and when she had entered the last number, it beeped. Within the very second, her heart felt like it would bear in her throat. Because she would finally know.

The door clicked.

She pressed it.

Stepped inside.

Suddenly, a wave of earsplitting noise pressed her into the room, and she flew onto the cold marble floor. Her ears felt like they were literally bleeding.

Everything around her was muffled as she tried to focus her senses and scrambled back to her feet. And just when she heaved up her body with the throbbing pain in her head, she realized what had happened as she saw the rest of the burning R8 on the street.

It was just fast enough to see the heavily armed men coming and crawling to close the door in front of them. The bullets hit the glass door, which was apparently armored, because none of the bullets left more than a small, marked ring on it.

It would’ve helped if her head didn’t feel like bursting with a brain that couldn’t focus. But she was clear on one thing: Marie, her fake mother, aka grandmother, just tried to kill her. Also, her plan had worked. Because she was in, and they weren’t.
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DEIS
PLAYLIST: TRUST – SOPHIE LOWE


“Deis!”

Shouts, way too loud in his head.

“Is he––“

Ed.

“No, I don’t think so.”

Delilah’s voice.

What the hell is happening with me?

Water in his face. Again!

“Urgh!” he shouted and wiped his face. Senses. Wiping. Touch. So still not dead. “What is your fucking problem?!” he roared out.

“There he is,” said Delilah, self-satisfied. “Told you, panic attack. I know a bit about them. You can stop freaking now.”

He could only groan. What the hell was going on with him? The voices were back. Panic attacks. Both had been stored somewhere so deep they shouldn’t have been able to get out. He was in control. He controlled everything. Everything.

Only this wasn’t true anymore. Since Emma, he wasn’t. It was like she had stripped him bare of all layers of protection. And he was fucking bleeding in a tank of sharks.

Coming back to his senses, he tried to recapitulate what had happened.

Delilah wanted the ring to lure Richard out. Was it all a game she played? Likely.

But then he was also sure it was almost impossible to get to Richard; he’d sniffed it out from miles away, and it wasn’t that he could wipe out an entire island, although it was very tempting right now.

He still had his eyes closed. It was painful even with them closed, knowing that Delilah witnessed him having a panic attack. She could not know he had weaknesses.

“I get them too, you know,” said Delilah, now very close, and to his further annoyance, her hand touched his and squeezed it very briefly. “It’s okay. Rae always tells me they are just annoying family members visiting unannounced. You offer them coffee and cake and then close the door. It will feel liberating.”

He wanted to hate her, honestly. But he couldn’t. Because it made him kind of chuckle internally. Back when he was a kid, there had been this uncle who was always drunk and was even worse than his father with words leaving his mouth, but he never stayed long, and when he was gone, it felt unbelievably good.

Slowly, he opened his eyes.

Delilah had let go of his hand but still stood in front of him. It amazed him how she was even standing, but then it was Delilah.

His eyes wandered up from her hands, dangling down with the IV, up to her face.

A deep breath filled his lungs, and then words left his mouth that he regretted immediately.

“I don’t know how to trust you,” he said with a voice sounding not like him at all.

A weird smile appeared on Delilah’s face. She stared at him for another moment before she broke the gaze to follow the movement of her hand, which she had brought up to his face and brushed through his hair. Her touch felt strangely relieving. Not like when Emma touched him, but somehow it was familiar.

“Because you know what you did to me and expect me to be like you,” she then said without looking at him directly. “And in your mind, I am like my father. But truth is, I am nothing like him, and if you hadn’t been so consumed by hate, you would have seen what was beyond the product my father created before.”

The words stabbed him painfully in the chest. So hard, he regretted refusing the pain meds. Only they wouldn’t have helped. Because the pain Delilah’s words inflicted on him wasn’t physical. They were spiritually.

Why the fucking hell do I even care about her? Why do I fucking feel so much? I cannot fucking feel anymore! roared a voice in him. He wanted to drive it all out. He had to.

And with it, he snapped his head from her grip. She stepped back immediately, and all he wanted was to crush her. Punish her for getting to him like that. Only he couldn’t. And that was what hurt the most. A pain he had to get away from.

So, without another glance, he heaved himself up and made his way to the door. He had to get far, far away.

“Deis, wait.” It was Ed now who called after him. The thought of him witnessing all of it. The weaknesses. The pain. “You cannot run from this.”

Watch me, Ed, you fucking idiot. Who the fuck are you to give her even more food to crush me.

And without another word, he stepped out of the room and slammed the door closed behind him. He had to get far, far away. Somewhere, where no one could find him. And as he was bound to a body that had gone through near-death several times, the far away it allowed wasn’t nearly far enough.

Who have I become? He asked himself while mindlessly entering an elevator. Letting her in. Forgetting what the plan had been? My life’s mission. And now there is this fucking mess.

He exited the elevator on the top floor, and it did not even matter to him that it was the 33rd floor. Right now, he could not. Right now, he could not stand the thought of the universe giving him a message with those numbers. This wasn’t the right path. It could not be. Because if this were life, he did not want it. A life of weakness and shame.

He walked slowly through the corridor leading to a staircase. There, he found the stairs leading up further and to a steel door that was, to his astonishment, unlocked. It led onto the helipad on the side of the official elevator shaft.

His entire body ached from climbing the nine stairs, and his breath was so heavy it might burst his chest. He felt exactly like he had run a marathon and had overdone it. There was this sweet moment of knowing it before the body felt like swaying and fainting, accompanied by tainted senses and blurred vision. Unable to stand any longer, he sank to the ground, leaning against the cold stone wall.

Maybe he should just die here. It would all be over. He would finally be free.

You should have killed me, ma belle.

It would have been the right way to die. Because this here was only a single thing: pathetic.

But dying because the love of his life had killed him was honorable, romantic, and even epic.
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When he came back to full consciousness, he was, to his total annoyance, still alive.

“What have I done to deserve this?!” he roared out into the night, fully aware he would not get an answer. Only there was a voice to his right answering.

“You suppressed that shit way too long.”

“Seriously, Ed,” he groaned out, not even asking how he had found him.

“Seriously,” answered Ed, and took the two steps towards him to sit down next to him.

They both stared into the Manhattan night without talking for quite a while.

“You ever wonder how it all became so messed up?” asked Ed, finally not looking at him but fixing something far away. Ed, with his sharp jawline and the beard stubble he started to wear after leaving the Secret Service.

“I don’t,” he answered. “I know exactly how it became so messed up.”

“Enlighten me then,” said Ed with a drawn-up eyebrow, glancing over to him.

“Feelings. They’re the root of all evil.”

“They are also what make life worth living,” answered Ed.

“Are they? Because all I feel is pain,” he retorted with an annoyed undertone. 

“Is there only pain?” asked Ed back. “Because from what I can see, there is a lot more.”

“But what does it matter?” and his voice became louder as anger rose in his chest. “What does it matter if there is always pain and suffering?”

“There isn’t. My five-hundred-dollar-per-hour shrink tells me you are simply addicted to it. That is why you drive all the good things out, leaving you with nothing but pain and suffering,” said Ed and broke the gaze to look away.

“You go to therapy?” he asked incredulously.

“I do. You should try it too,” said Ed with a chuckle. “Works wonders sometimes.”

Therapy. Surely not. And Ed talks with his therapist about me? More anger rose in his chest.

Adding another weakness to the list. I don’t need a fucking shrink to attest me I am broken beyond. A fact that no one could ever know. No one.

“What I wanted to say,” continued Ed and he put a hand on his, “You tend to see everything in black and white. But humans aren’t either or. We’re much more nuanced. Feelings are. Life is. And so is Delilah.”

“You routing for her now?”

“I still don’t trust her, but that does not keep me from going forward with a plan.”

“You want to use her?” he asked to clarify what he heard between those words. Ed did not answer immediately.

“I want you to find peace. And if that is what I have to do, I will.”

There it was again. The obedience. Because of feelings that could not be.

“Ed,” he began with a sigh, but was interrupted.

“I know, Deis. I know.”

Silence fell over them again. And if his body hadn’t been so weak, he would’ve gotten up and left. But he simply couldn’t.

“I can’t do it,” he finally said and broke the silence.

“Can’t do what?”

“Using her. Delilah. Doing it again. Because of all the fucking feelings.” There it was, out in the open. Why did I even speak of it!? He cursed at himself in his mind.

“You have feelings for her?” asked Ed in a tone he could not sort.

“No!” he shouted out a bit too fast, causing Ed to draw up his eyebrow even further.

“I don’t know what I feel!” he roared. “I just feel so much pain regarding her, of what I have done. And I feel so fucking bad about everything else I’ve done. To her, to Emma. To––,” but his voice broke. He could not say it.

“To me,” ended Ed the sentence.

He could not look at him. All he wanted was to evaporate entirely.

“I feel so bad for everything I have done all the time,” said Ed then. “That’s normal, you know. The difference between me and you is that you never learned to deal with your feelings properly. Your father taught you to stuff them away. He taught you from the crib you could never feel. And you obeyed. Maybe this is the moment of disobeying him.”

He wanted to do a single thing, and that was to punch Ed in the face like never before. His knuckles cracked from the force of his clenched fist.

“Don’t kill the messenger,” said Ed with a chuckle.

“You do know that I believe in killing the messenger, don’t you?” he asked dangerously.

“I do, but who is there to hear the message then?” asked Ed and pushed himself to his feet, holding out a hand.

He stared at it, up at Ed, and then back at the hand to take it. He wanted to get up by himself, with as much strength as possible. But his chest did not allow him.

What a pitiful thing, he thought.

“You were shot, had major surgery, and died several times,” Ed told him. “Let me fucking help you.”

And whether he wanted to or not, Ed simply disregarded the protest he had and heaved him up.

The pain that seared through his chest was beyond. It made his chest feel like it would split in two, and he could not suppress the gasp wandering over his lips.

Ed did not say another word; maybe he sensed how volatile his mood was right now and that the pain was too much for conversation. So, they walked over to the elevator and Ed used a key to call it.

“Where did you get that from?”

“From a generous donation to the Chief of Security, who would have transported you immediately from the roof the moment you entered it,” said Ed causally. “I thought you might need a moment.”

The elevator arrived with a ping, and Ed held the open door. When he passed Ed, he rested his hand for just a moment on his shoulder. It was all he could do right now.

The ride down was silent. When the door opened, he heaved his tired body step by step over the floor.

Before they reached the door to the room, he stopped Ed with a hand. But the words he had weren’t coming out of his mouth. 

“What?” asked Ed with curious eyes and a slightly tilted head.

But he could not. He simply could not.
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Playlist: In the Air Tonight – Kelly Sweet

When he woke, his body still ached like he had been run over by a truck. Glancing around, he was still stuck in the room with the man who secretly loved him, and the woman who was officially his wife but also the desired object of a revenge he could not have. Also, the love of his life was probably taken by the most ruthless people on the planet, after she had shot him.

What a fucked-up shit show, he thought and groaned.

“Good morning to you, too,” said Delilah. “You–“ she started, but he shushed her with his hand while holding his forehead, which felt like someone had driven nails into it.

At least she shut the fuck up.

Only she didn’t.

“Ed was so friendly,” continued Delilah with a super nice voice, “to set up some stuff so that we can plan here. Glad for you to join us with consciousness rather than a lifeless snoring body.”

It took him all his willpower to not forget himself and call her names she surely deserved.

“Here,” said Ed, and pressed a cup into his hand. “A little pick-me-up.”

At this point, he did not even care what was in there. He sipped the entire thing through the straw. It tasted like someone had mixed raw cale with vomit and medicine. But he had to acknowledge that after a couple minutes his head felt a lot better, and it allowed him to open his eyes.

Everything was way too bright, even with the blinds closed. He glanced around with slits as eyes, only to see the setup Delilah meant. Set up. For like the command center of his entire organization.

“Some stuff, huh?” he asked.

“I deemed it necessary as you two will most likely spend several more days here,” answered Ed dryly.

Normally, he was an absolute morning person. He was the one rising before everyone else did, and always with energy. But today, even the dryness of Ed and the sadistic face of Delilah was too much for him. And there was no way out.

“So, what’s the plan?” he asked.

“Glad you asked,” said Delilah smugly. “Maybe we can get through this without another crash. I need the rings.”

“And what are you then planning to do?” he asked, annoyed.

“Meeting him. At a place of our choosing. And Ed here told me you have an amazing PR expert on standby who can cause some disruption regarding the media attention.”

“I do. But Richard will sniff that out a mile away,” he said while some life came back to him.

“He might. But he wants them too badly. Curiosity killed the cat, you should know that.”

“Know what?” he asked, because he had no clue what Delilah meant.

“Chateaux Rouge?” asked Delilah, and that moment, it clicked. What a bloody mess it had been. Goosebumps spread over his body while a feeling of utmost certainty appeared in his stomach area. Because suddenly it all made sense.

“Châteaux Rouge,” he repeated, and sat up way too fast, because it struck him like lightning; his vision became blurry immediately from the pain it had caused.

“Châteaux Rouge?” asked Ed. “Isn’t it burned down?”

“Exactly,” he answered as he had completely forgotten about his father’s mansion. In his mind, it all made sense.

“D, mind to elaborate what’s going on in your mind?” asked Ed, but his mind had drifted away. It made so much sense. And what if, what if it was really there?

“The location we’ll give Richard. The location of The Secret is Châteaux Rouge.”

A veil of silence fell over the room.

“Prison of blood,” said Delilah suddenly with a whisper, and he stared at her.

“How do you know that name?” he asked sharply, because he heard only her mother say it, once. Château Rouge was one of his family’s homes, where his father died. It now lay in ruins in a village near Paris, and it was highly unlikely Delilah knew anything about it.

“There once was a girl my father kept as what can’t be called anything other than a pet.” The voice Delilah spoke with was distant and cold, slightly rasping and filled with disgust. “She had surely been trafficked, and the number of words I spoke with her can be counted on one hand, but she once said that she went from a prison of blood into a prison of death.”

“The search for The Secret started when my father had the fallout with Richard Senior, remember, and–” he said, but his voice trailed off.

“And what?” asked Delilah energetically.

It had been there all along. All this time, right in front of his nose, and he had never ever made the connections. Why he was he supposed to find Emma. Why his mother pointed him to the designated path. Why the fuck didn’t I see it? Why?

His unfocused gaze did not realize the world around him, because it was like all the puzzle pieces in his mind finally became one. There was only one thing he didn’t understand, and that was the how. Back then, they had searched through everything, everything. Since the day he had seen Emma kill Derrick, they had lifted every stone connected to her. They.

And suddenly Delilah’s words resounded through his head. ‘There are things in your organization you don’t know.’

“Ed,” he said sharply. “Give me my tablet.”

It was handed to him, but he did not process the words from Ed that came with it. His mind was focused on the tablet with a recently quite rare sharpness.

He opened the file storage and navigated to their documentation of every action they took. There was a specific one he was looking for. The one from 2014, where Sam ordered a team to search through the ruins of the Château Rouge.

It took him a moment to find the folder, because usually he did not use the documentation system at all.

And then he found the folder. Mission Red 2014, he read in his mind.

He clicked on it.

Only to find it totally empty.

Coldness spread through him the very moment. Ice-like, it crawled up on him, invading him from his limbs with a slightly painful sensation he wanted nothing more than to shake off.

Just to reassure himself, he went into other mission folders, and every single one connected to his family was gone. He knew there had been one, because he had seen it, and there were only three people with access to the files. Sam. Jaz. And Ed.

He stared at the screen. Ed, who was so reluctant for him to investigate Chateaux Rouge, and his father. Sam, who asked strangely what he would want with the files on his father. Jaz, who had brought in Riley, the double agent.

From this second on, he had to be very, very strategic. And just like that, he was back in control. His perfectly curated mask appeared like a layer of protection around him, and he was finally himself again as every feeling he had flushed out of his body like someone had opened the drain. He could feel his facial expression harden, his mind sharpen, and his muscles tense as his body readied itself for what was to come.

He would know soon. What he needed now was a diversion tactic so Ed would not recognize what he had just learned.

Almost as if the universe heard him, a notification appeared on the screen.

Signal found, he read in his mind. Delilah’s ring, the one Emma now has.

“Del,” he said as anticipation rushed through his body. “The signal is back on.”

“What signal?” asked Delilah, who sat in the bed next to him.

“Your wedding ring,” he said, and turned the tablet round to show her the map with the pulsating dot on it.

“Where is that?” asked Delilah, rising from her bed.

He zoomed out only to see it was upstate New York.

“Tarrytown, not far.” He then said. “Going fast, like really fast.”

“How fast exactly?” asked Delilah

He was done with stupid questions, so he threw the tablet at her. The Delilah he had known hadn’t given any fucks, but the version he saw now was different, in a very annoying way.

He glanced over to Ed, who stared at him strangely. So the diversion hadn’t worked. Ed knew something was going on. Meaning he had to play it even more carefully. What was it he could give him to test whether he was the mole?

There was only one way. He could rule out Jaz by giving her the task to find out who deleted the files in the systems. If it were her, she would point it at someone else. Ed could be ruled out with a direct order he had to disobey for acquiring The Secret. Sam would be the hardest to test. It would be best to clear Jaz first, so he could follow the digital action more closely. But what if it was her? What if it was all of them?

“Deis,” said Delilah, and ripped him from his thoughts, and he focused on her.

“Yes?”

“Recognize the car?” she asked him and handed him her phone. “Rae sent it to me.”

On it was a CCTV image of Emma, in an R8.

You look stressed, Em.

“No. Plate?”

“Registered to a shell corporation, Edelweiss Strategic Solutions. There is a whole bunch of other companies connected, from the data we can access, the tail ends nowhere.”

But he knew where the tail ended, and with the knowledge came the sensation of dread in his body. Because Edelweiss was a company he had been paid by in order to fulfill certain contracts. Contracts Sam had made.

“It’s Majorie,” he said quietly, not to draw attention to the workings in his mind.

“So, Emma got away,” said Delilah.

“Or is on a mission,” he answered while brushing his hand through his hair. Because just like that, an opportunity had arisen.

“Ed, I want you with Sam. Follow her with the resources, you know what to do, do your magic.”

Ed nodded and did at least what he was told.

Good. Because it now gave him time with Delilah alone, and he would use her to prove his theory.

He waited ten minutes before he spoke again.

“I need some air,” he said, and tilted his head towards the door. “What about you?”

She stared at him strangely, but nodded.

“Need a wheelchair?” he asked.

“Are you crazy?” she immediately asked and got up, limping slightly with the leg he shot, but walked past him through the door, not in her typical manner but as much grace as those white nana-slippers allowed her. He could not suppress the smirk it caused.

He walked her without a word to the elevator, pressed the button for the top floor, 33. Delilah followed his hand and then searched his eyes, but he broke the gaze, and he did not speak the entire way. It was good that Delilah was very trained in seeing motives in people’s actions, because she did not break the silence.

Reaching the 33rd floor, he walked slowly out and into the stairwell he had been using the previous night to get to the helipad.

The door to the stairwell fell into its hinges with a loud smack, and that moment sealed their privacy.

“Listen, Del,” he began while leaning against the wall. “You told me there are things in my organization I am not aware of. Who and what are they?”

“Why here?” she asked without answering.

And while he wanted to snap at her for asking, he had to play strategically. Opening with hostility wasn’t good in this case.

“Because I cannot tell who listens. This stairwell here has no cameras, no devices, no nothing.”

Delilah eyed him with a tilted head, leaning against the door.

“So you already know,” she asked. “Or suspect.”

“I don’t know who, but files are missing. Files that only three people had access to. And Riley isn’t one of them. I know about Riley, so is there anything else you know?”

“Yes,” said Delilah silently, and the hair on the back of his neck stood up.

“Tell me,” he said, almost a sigh to longingly.

“You have to promise me something,” she said, and it made him groan internally immediately. “And I don’t mean the self-serving mask you’re wearing right now. I mean the real you.”

She knows. She fucking knows! She can’t! roared a voice in him. The one who saw his perfectly curated mask threatened.

“How do you know?”

“Deis, please. I might not have seen it before, but what happened down there minutes ago, we both saw it. It was like your soul vanished from your eyes.”

“What soul?” he asked arrogantly in dark humor.

“The one that has to promise me something,” said Delilah, not playing the game with him.

“And what is that something?”

“To not let your anger win, but let it play out.”

“Why, Del? Why?”

“Because you, we, I, will never know the truth if we don’t let it play out. What is going on is deeper than anything I have ever seen, and to be honest, I still don’t understand it fully.”

“Okay,” he said. Because he had to know, and if it meant to let things play out, he would. At first, at least.

“Okay–?”

“Okay, as in I promise you to let it play out,” he said and added with a chuckle, “but I wouldn’t give so much on a word of…what it was you called me once, cold-hearted narcissistic psychopath?”

“I was angry. And you deserved it. But I was wrong, because apparently you have not only a heart but a soul,” answered Delilah.

“Do I?” he asked.

“Yes, Deis, you do, and you know that. You don’t need me to tell you that; you just want me to prove to you what a cold shell you are. But you are not. I have seen what is in there when you talk about her. When you fight for her, your Emma.”

“Whatever,” he said, trying to avoid the warm sensation pulsation through his chest the moment he heard her name.

“I had Rae look into whatever they could find. After Emma was taken, I searched for Riley, as she told me. And it wasn’t until we got Riley out that I was able to make the connection,” began Delilah, and he knew what would come. “Emma’s grandmother tried to eliminate Riley. And by eliminating, I don’t mean just killing. It was an execution and so fucking close.”

Fuck.

“When we got to her, she was barely breathing with bullets, bruises, and blood over her body. She fainted in my arms, just before the warehouse blew up. That’s how we all ended up here. She’s downstairs, in surgery.”

He was never one to underrate what people would do, but the length Emma’s grandmother took was something unprecedented.

“What connection?” he then asked.

“Riley’s last words were: Behind you.”

“Who was it?” he asked urgently as his heart was beating faster.

“That is what I was curious about. I was hit heavily myself, as you saw, but when I turned, a car drove past. It was a black Audi Q7, with the plate number LUX–“ but Delilah did not need to end the sentence.

“333,” he ended it for her, his entire body frozen to the spot. Because it was his car. And only one person had been available to access it at that time.
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: COLD BLOOD – VALEN


Unable to contain herself, she stared straight into one of her attacker’s faces, brought her two fingers up to her temple as if she aimed to mimic a shot in her head, and then pointed at him with them. It was telling them goodbye as much as it was a declaration of what would happen because she was in. And in ‘in’ she meant the secret behind what Riley had been up to for the past three years.

Three, she thought. There it is again, the number Deis was so obsessed with and apparently appears every-fucking-where.

What exactly awaited her, she did not know. Because Ri had only told her so much, or more like nothing at all, except that it was her life’s work and that she found the root to all evil, and if her, Emma, wanted to get the truth, this would be it.

With that information in mind, her heart pounded heavily. Not only from anticipation, but also from the realization of what the fuck had just happened.

If anyone had told her six months ago what her life looked like now, she would have deemed that very person crazy, and a part of her still wished to wake up from that very vivid dream, which did not happen.

So, she put a hand on the door behind the front desk. Behind her, muffled shots fired at the armored glass gave the entire situation an almost epic background sound. Just for a second, she couldn’t help the badass movie-main-character-feeling rushing through her body that resulted in a prickling sensation in her joints. Almost as if her body knew what was coming.

Okay, Ri, I hope this was worth it.

With a swift movement, she held the watch Ri had given her against the space under the door, where usually a keyhole was. In this case, it was an opener. The lock clicked satisfyingly, and she opened the heavy steel door to take a step into total darkness.

A fluttery feeling spread through her. One that not only called for danger, but for caution. Because she could not see a damn thing, even with the light falling in from outside, there was nothing more than a steel floor and nothingness.

Suddenly, a loud but muffled bang erupted behind her and resulted in the floor below her feet vibrating. With a quick glance, she only saw a dust cloud outside.

Are they fucking crazy to detonate a building in the middle of Manhattan?

As a second bang brought the floor to a vibration, a crack ran through the armored glass to her right.

It was time to go. Because apparently her grandmother wanted her very fucking much.

I’d be dead anyway, she thought. Whatever.

So, without another thought, she stepped into the darkness and closed the door, which clicked, and after a quick check, it was closed. 

A mechanical voice almost made her shriek.

“Identify yourself.”

“Emma Richardson, here on Riley’s orders,” she said with a shaking voice because she had no damn clue what to say.

With a feeling like a rug pulled from under her, accompanied by a little rattling, the ground under her feet moved her down. For a single second, everything felt like she would be falling free, because it went down really, really fast. So fast, her stomach felt like it was hanging in her throat.

At least it was the right thing to say, she told herself to calm down and counted the seconds, and if she wasn’t totally wrong, it had been nine seconds of a ride down.

Coming to a halt, the elevator door opened to reveal a dimly lit, what could be called a basement, in front of her, only it looked like it was straight out of a Hollywood action movie production.

The arched room unfolding in front of her was stacked with lighted glass and metal shelves, almost ceiling high, and it simply took her breath.

For moments, she just stood there and gaped to take in the magnitude of the room.

On the shelves was everything. And by everything, she meant everything of weapons. Guns. Knifes. Detonators. Stuff she had never seen nor knew how to use.

“Riley,” she breathed out while stepping into the room, her eyes checking every shelf closely. “Who the hell are you?” she muttered in disbelief.

She walked over to a chest of drawers lined up in the middle of the room and let her fingers slide over the surface.

Steel.

Unable to contain herself, she opened one of them, or at least tried to, as it did not work as easily as she expected, because how do you open a fucking steel drawer?

She pulled, which did nothing, and then pushed, which did nothing either. Out of desperation, she tried the watch, and only when she reached the top right corner of the drawer did it unlock and jump up with a small gap.

With a single finger, she pulled the drawer open entirely, only to see several phones unfold in front of her.

What the fuck, she thought, as she counted at least twenty phones.

A rattling shuddered through the ceiling. She was fairly sure Marie’s army had made their way into the building, and as far as she knew, they would do anything they could to get her out. It still amazed her how there wasn’t an army of police out there, but then it also did not. She was talking about the person who led a shadow organization that vanished people for business. So, it was very likely she would also have the police under control, would it not?

“What am I supposed to do?” she asked herself out loud. Focus.

Why did I come here?

Because Riley told me I’d find everything here.

So, find, she told herself.

Her eyes searched the room. Aside from all the weapons, there was another door, a door she went for immediately. She needed information. And for information, she needed a computer or something.

She almost ran to the equally heavy-looking steel door and held the watch at the lock. It opened with a click, and she pulled the door open with force. 

What unfolded in front of her was beyond anything she would ever have imagined, and nothing in comparison to the room she just came from.

There weren’t even words to describe what her eyes tried to comprehend. The room was one magnificent white board, filled with what had to be thousands of names, pictures, and red strings connecting those.

“No fucking way,” she whispered. There were images of stars, presidents, and billionaires. Names almost everyone knew, connected with photos of dead bodies, rape victims, reports, all intertwined with each other.

Closing in, she read over an article to her left where a tech CEO was accused of raping a minor, but no evidence was found. Only the evidence was right there, in the form of matching DNA samples with the handwritten note ‘probably vanished’.

She breathed in so heavily, as if she had held her breath for an entire minute.

Riley had told her. She had told her it was the root of all evil, and she was a hundred percent certain that this room here contained the secrets of the world. The secrets that pointed in red strings to a single person at the top.

A photo of her fake mother, Marie. Under her photo was a name written.

“Majorie De Montreuil,” she read out loud and followed the string, leading to a black and white photo to the lower left, which was titled Renard De Montreuil.

Attached to it was an old newspaper article and a handwritten note which read:

I know what you did, and I am coming for you. M

Her eyes flashed over to the newspaper article.

‘Avenger of the Poor’ brutally executed

Renard De Montreuil was found tied up, naked, beheaded, and marked at the gates of the Palais de Justice in Paris yesterday

“May 3, 1998,” she whispered as she read the date the newspaper was issued, and a shudder of epic proportions ran over her back. Because it was the day after her fake father had killed Deis’ brother and mother, and there was no way in this entire universe this could be a coincidence.

And it was precisely this moment where she realized, truly for the first time, what Riley had meant when she told her there was no running and she had to see herself. It had been weird hearing it, and she hadn’t believed a thing of it back in the hidden server farm in Crystal Falls.

Everything Riley had told her sounded like something out of a movie. Now, she had proof. Now, she knew where she had stepped into. Not by accident. Not because Deis had influenced her life. But by birth. And there was no way of getting out, because of the blood that ran through her veins.

The sensation in her chest could be best described as prickling, while also radiating a certainty she had never felt in her life before. A certainty rooted in clarity and the knowledge of what had to be done. Because when her eyes had followed the strings, there it was. Strings leading to Richard DeBarra and from there to the CEO’s of many of his corporations and finally to dead children, child labor, rape parties, just to name a few.

Richard DeBarra. Her father, who had strings leading to the Government of the United States, to high-ranking officers, the AG, the acting president, as well as former ones. Also, known politicians from all over the world were strung together into what was a net of evil.

Seeing it was abhorrent.

Her eyes wandered further to the string leading to Deis. At this point, she couldn’t even hate him anymore. He had been nothing more than a player in her grandmother’s scheme. He had been a part of her grandmother’s plan.

And just when she wanted to ask the one big question, the one that made her wonder from the moment her grandmother had taken her, she saw it. A photo of herself, with a red circle around it and a question mark above it. Pinned as a daughter to Richard DeBarra and connected by a string to Deis. But that wasn’t all of it.

Her photo was connected to Majorie, proving to her visually what she already knew, and could only leave her wondering how she went from being a nobody to being the grandchild of a woman who was not only a strategic killer, but had also built herself a kingdom of blood by murdering her own father and taking on his business.

Only Majorie did not avenge the poor, like her father apparently did, no. She used it to become the most powerful and influential person on the planet. By killing. By abusing. By exploiting.

“No one should have that amount of power,” she whispered.

It didn’t wonder her anymore what her grandmother had pulled off. That she was able to blow up a car and a building in the middle of New York without consequences. Because Marie, or Majorie, to name the devil by its name, had built a network that made her rule the world.

She walked back to the photo of her grandmother and unpinned it.

The eyes, she thought while staring at the image in her hand. I should have known it from looking into her eyes.

Her limbs felt cold like ice while certainty spread through her body like a blizzard. She knew what Riley meant with she was born to burn kingdoms. Because she was the only one who could get near Majorie. And she also knew what had to be done. Because there was another string leading from her photo to the answer she had been looking for. The one missing puzzle piece, why Deis went after her, why Majorie needed her, why everyone wanted something from her.

Everything around her disappeared as her mind focused on the one thing that changed everything. It wasn’t her heritage. Not the fact that she was a DeBarra, a Dumont by blood, two powerful old French dynasties, and an heir to the famous De Montreuil.

No.

It was the fact that she knew where to find The Secret. The Secret she had been sure did not exist. The Secret that Riley just as much as she thought was bait. Bait laid out by none other than Renard to avenge those who hunger for power.

Only it was real.

And she knew the moment she saw the photo attached to hers that she knew it all along.
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DEIS
PLAYLIST: EVERYBODY WALKIN’ THIS LAND – PAUL CAUTHEN


Within the fraction of a second, every moment of the past ran through his mind, and suddenly it all made perfect sense to him. It made so much sense that he didn’t even mistrust Delilah and the possibility of her lying to him.

He had always wondered whether his natural mistrust of people had been a misplaced protection mechanism. Today, he learned it was not. He now knew he had every reason to mistrust, because the mole had been by his side from his childhood on in the form of the man he trusted unconditionally. The man, who had mentored him since he was a little boy, who was like a father to him. But then, what did he know about father figures?

His eyes wandered slowly back into focus from the unfocused blur they had gone into while being occupied with his thoughts.

“You know who it was,” stated Delilah, staring at him.

“Yes,” and the word came more out like a breath, as if he was scared to voice it out loud.

“Someone very close by,” she said, trying to get him to spill the tea.

“Yes.”

“Will you tell me now!” she then snapped at him, unsatisfied, but he was still lost in his mind. It was like his thoughts raced through his head with all the consequences getting into awareness. Speaking out the words would make it real, with all the hell following afterwards.

“It’s Sam,” he more whispered than said and bit his lip. “Sam.”

Delilah knew who Sam was. Not the entire extent of it, but that he built his business with him and mentored him into the person he was. She did not say anything immediately but stared at him further.

“He runs everything to keep it off my table. He knows everything. Everything,” he told her, but more for himself than her to actually hear the magnificence of the issue. “And apparently he has been running me, too.”

Delilah continued with her silence, maybe she knew it was the right thing to do, because whatever she would say, he would not listen nor comprehend, because his mind was occupied with stringing together memories and moments.

It had been Sam who had encouraged him to go down certain paths. Sam, who had given him the intel from a source called Maj. Sam, who had encouraged him to follow the lead, to go after Emma, and always disagreed with him on pursuing her. Sam, who always reminded him of how Richard and Delilah were the real enemies. The amount of anger growing in his chest pulsated through him and heated his body. So much that he could feel his cheeks starting to burn from it, while he already saw all the ways he would torture Sam to finally get the truth. And then he remembered the promise.

“Why do you want me to let it play out?” he asked Delilah sharply.

“Because it is bigger than a single person,” she said quietly. “It is bigger than any of us could ever imagine.”

“How big?” he asked while scanning every single one of her facial expressions, every muscle moving, the pupils, the depth of her look.

“So much I don’t know where to end and begin. But I am sure more than ever Emma does.”

“She would’ve recognized Sam,” he said without thinking.

“I am sure she would with what she learned from Riley and Denny. Something happened in Crystal Falls. She changed after that.”

Delilah was right. Emma didn’t know much, but after the incident with Suttonboro and Crystal Falls, she had changed. She had become the beautiful, personified darkness he knew had always been in there. 

“So, what is your plan?” he asked, because apparently Delilah had one.

“Kill my father, find Emma, work together, destroy whatever it is we are up against,” she said without thinking twice, and added with a dark, sarcastic chuckle that made him snort out, “should be easy. Morning walk in the park.”

“I can’t use my resources to the full extent,” he then said, implying the issue at hand. “It would require you to give me access to yours.” He was certain she would deny it, because after all, trust was a fragile thing.

“Yes,” she said silently. “Something I am willing to do.”

Wait, what? His eyes became slits because it was way too easy.

“Oh, don’t get me wrong,” she said from a high horse. “Not my preference, but if that is what I have to do to destroy my father and everything attached to it, and also save my sister, it is something I am willing to do.”

“Your sister,” he repeated, “She really grew on you, didn’t she?”

Delilah stared angrily at him because he missed the entire point, something that was quite intentional.

“There is only one condition,” she then said as if she wanted to retaliate for the hit.

Of course there is.

“I already told you, you can kill him,” he said, annoyed.

“That is set, but I mean a condition on using my resources,” she said very sharply, underlining the importance it apparently had to her.

“What is it?”

“I want honesty, always. There is no playing games, no strategizing, no using me. And you have to promise me that.”

Delilah knew what she was doing because she knew he was already playing through ways in his mind on how to use Delilah’s resources to go after Sam.

“What makes you believe I keep my promises?” he asked to earn some time.

“I’ll kill you the moment I know you aren’t,” she said coldly.

“Fair enough,” he said, because while he didn’t trust her entirely, it was also quite different with her now. The deep-rooted hate was gone. And if he was entirely honest with himself, he kind of looked forward to working with her. Because she was more than strategically able; she was badass and also the only one who might get through to Emma.

Delilah stared at him with drawn-up eyebrows, waiting for an answer.

“Okay,” he said, “I promise. But it is something that goes both ways. So, I expect the same from you, too.”

“I have never lied to you the way you did to me,” she snapped at him, “but not the point.”

“No, not the point,” he repeated with a stitch in his chest.

Delilah pushed herself off from where she was leaning and asked him, “You believe it’s only Sam?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “I have a list of three people with access to those files.”

“Who are they?”

“Ed, and my information specialist,” he said through gritted teeth. “But they should be easily ruled out if they are not in. And therefore, I want your resources. I sent Ed on the mission with Sam to see what happens and what gets reported back to me. I thought, maybe you could monitor their paths.”

“I can. I have resources in the sky as much as in the systems, but I cannot penetrate yours. So, if you want Rae to trace them there, Rae needs access to them. Preferably via your tablet.”

He had expected as much, and it made his chest tingle with fear of betrayal and exploitation. But then, what was there to lose?

“They cannot know. I don’t know what or who is listening in that room, but they cannot know,” he said.

“They won’t. Rae will join us in the darkness. Just let it sit on your nightstand, and everything else will be in stealth.”

He nooded.

“There is also the issue with my information specialist.”

“Jaz?” asked Delilah as if she knew her, and his eyes became slits immediately.

“What do you know about her?” he inquired.

Delilah hesitated.

“Delilah!” he exclaimed.

“Emma told me to search for her. To trust her and Riley, but not Marie,” said Delilah carefully, “So, I believe she can be ruled out.”

“Can she?” he asked while his throat closed like being choked, “because from my standpoint, two of my people worked willingly against me.”

“I don’t think they did,” said Delilah. “I can see why you think that, trust me, I do, but you must not forget who the real enemy is.”

The real enemy.

But who was the real enemy if there was no one he could trust within his organization?

Riley, who had disobeyed orders and removed Emma from his capture.

Jaz, who had apparently worked with Emma behind his back.

Sam, who was a certain mole in his organization and had played him.

“Maybe they all worked together, with Sam, I mean,” he said mindlessly while obsessing over his memories of Jaz.

“I don’t think so,” said Delilah. “If so, Riley would’ve killed me, even in her state. But she didn’t. She warned me, made me aware of Sam.

The moment she had said it, he knew it was true. Riley had given Delilah essential information, and if they had worked together, it would have been fundamentally stupid to give the connection away, and even worse, possibly removing an essential player from the field.

He knew Jaz and Riley had a past, but he had been under the impression it had been that: the past.

“We’ll bring in Jaz,” he then said as the thought crossed him. “I am going to test her and then confront her.”

“And what is about Ed?” asked Delilah as if she knew more there, too.

“What about him?” he asked quickly and realized the moment the words had come over his lips, it had been slightly too fast and Delilah immediately picked up on it.

“I am merely wondering if he is on your list, too, or whatever it is with him and you, because apparently there is something, and your reaction confirmed it as much.”

“There’s nothing,” he snapped at her.

“Nothing,” repeated Delilah with a drawn-up eyebrow. “Sure.”

Her eyes x-rayed him, and whatever he was to do, she would use it against him, because she was sharp and asked the question with intention. So, he just kept his mouth shut–she, however, didn’t.

“I know about London, Deis. I have a photo of it.”

It was like a bomb exploded under his feet that scattered the floor he was standing on into a million pieces, and he was falling. Down. Very deep into nothingness. Because if Delilah knew, she could destroy him. Not only regarding Emma, but also his entire reputation. There were no words. There was only violence. He wanted to strangle her, squeeze the knowledge from her brain until she did not breathe any longer. The anger had apparently shown on his face.

“I will not use it against you,” she said extra silently. It was a technique he usually used to calm people. How dare she use his own tactics against him!

“I just wondered,” she continued, “if that is why he is so hostile and if it’s something we need to worry about regarding Emma.” 

There were words he wanted to say, mixed with screams he wanted to shout at her, but none came out. Of all the people in the world, it had been her to find out. Adding to it, she spoke out about the thoughts keeping him up at night, too. The very thoughts he suspected Ed of leading the attack on Emma, staged as Secret Service.

“I don’t judge you, you know,” said Delilah then. “You know about me and Rae. Is that why you asked me about the liability?”

He flashed his eyes at her; it was the only thing he could do.

“What are you afraid of?” she then asked. “I can’t be with Rae because of my father, because I cannot be who I am, because of him, but what is holding you back?”

“Everything,” he answered, scarcely, and let his head fall back to stare at the ceiling with its neon lights.

“You mean Emma?” she asked and did not let go.

“The foundation I built my business on–you know the people we socialized with. It has no place there,” he said absently, because the truth was another, and he did not want to go into it. Not with Delilah, of all people. There was a moment of silence between them.

“You’re lying to yourself,” said Delilah then, and it made him flip his head up and stare at her.

“Am I?” he asked to deflect, knowing he was.

“You’re afraid of yourself. What people will think, what they’ll say about you. What Emma will think of you. It’s your fucking ego.”

It felt like Delilah had whipped him in the face with a chain, and all he could do was to return the favor and release some of the uncomfortable truth mingled with the anger of being discovered.

“You know nothing, Del,” he said darkly, but she didn’t enter the match with him.

Instead, she turned and put a hand on the door handle. There, she paused, and before she opened the door, she said, “I know, Deis, because I am the fucking same. And now let’s go kill my father.”
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: EXTREME WAYS -MOBY


The sensation flooding her body was a powerful one. One giving her the reassurance she lacked her entire life, and she could not help but let a smirk wander over her face.

“You didn’t know,” she whispered as if she was talking to Riley, who apparently had made the connection to her but not to Deis, and unpinned the old photo of two young men smiling into the camera from its place on the wall.

“I didn’t know,” she added in an even more silent whisper as images flashed through her mind the moment she saw those eyes. Eyes she would never forget while she stared at the photo with her fake father, Derrick, on it, and a man above whom Riley had drawn a red question mark.

Fuck, she gasped in her mind while her finger began to shake. It was all too much. Breathe. Focus. You wanted to know; now you do.

She would never have made the connection without seeing the face. Without the memories flooding her mind. So many memories, her chest tightened, and she could not even breathe properly. Grasping her chest, she tried to calm her shaking hands and erratic breathing.

It was almost like a switch had been turned in her mind, and everything was there, crystal clear on the verge of overwhelming her with the reality of it. Everything around her was distorted, and she felt like being sucked into her mind, straight into a series of movies attached to each other. Memories that had been missing. Memories that had been tampered with.

“Urgh!” she breathed out painfully while she grasped her head with trembling arms.

Too much.

I have to get out.

A hand touching her.

Not real.

An arm choking her.

Not real! She shouted in her mind.

There he was, the man he knew as ‘Maus’, behind her, whispering in her ear.

“Get out of my head!” she shouted and sank to the floor, pulling up her knees and rocking front to back. Tears flooded from her eyes as she could not move, could not breathe, could not flee.

The scene changed. More faces. Voices.

Suttonboro, who shouted at her.

A glance at Deis standing there, watching, visibly in pain, almost freaking out.

Deis.

And right this moment, she wanted nothing more than to rest her head on Deis’ chest. Hearing his heart beating. The one she had almost killed.

Gods, what a messed-up fucking shit thing! She cursed at herself, joining those voices shouting at her, naming her things, touching her, but she only saw those eyes, one ice-blue, one brown. The one whose last name she had only read once. The one time why she had been so certain she had heard the name Leblanc somewhere already.

“A pity, such a nasty little fuckhole” whispered the man in her head who had grasped her by the throat while entering her forcefully before everything went blank.
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When she woke again, her body felt like heavy rocks pulling her down into an endless darkness of pain. Her head throbbed in pulsating waves while her eyes couldn't focus.

With the smallest possible movement, she let her finger touch the ground she lay on and tried to feel her way into reality.

I am still here.

I am safe.

I am Emma.

I am safe.

She almost automatically repeated the sentences several times in her head as a reality check after a heavy panic attack. This one, however, was different. It was all still there. The fear in her chest. The sensation of it. It was all so real. So consumingly present.

In an attempt to rid herself of what she felt right now, she tried to heave her body up, but at that moment, the world around her spun, and she had to throw up, hard.

It was disgusting and underlined the overall state she was in right now. As she watched herself from an onlooker’s perspective in her mind, there couldn’t be anything more pitiful than her right now.

Pity.

There they were again, the eyes staring at her. The feeling in her stomach became heavier again, and she had to turn to her side and throw up again.

She leaned onto her hands with shaking arms into her own vomit as she coughed out the burning feeling in her throat. Nothing mattered. There was only fear. And pain. And then fear again.

She sank onto the ground, and it did not matter if she lay there in her own vomit on the cold ground.

Maybe it was this moment, where she hit rock bottom once more, that left her with only a single choice: to give up or to fight.

And as much as she wanted to give up, spitefulness was one of her drivers. There was no way in this fucking universe she would give up on the floor of a secret room, probably dying slowly and desiccating until rats found their way in.

No.

She had to fucking remember why she was here.

Get the fuck up, she told herself in her mind and forced her heavy body up.

Getting up felt like she was trying to stand after a night of heavy drinking. Everything was spinning, she smelled the sour odor of vomit even worse, and her head felt like it had nails in it.

Bathroom. There had to be a bathroom somewhere.

With greatest power she moved one foot in front of the other, slowly making her way along the walls until she found a door. Pressing the handle, she opened it, and when her blurry eyes finally managed to see something, it seemed like it was a sort of apartment. There was a bed, a couch, a kitchen all in one, and a bathroom.

Thank God, she groaned in her mind and heaved her body over to the sliding door, where she found a fully equipped shower.

With no grace at all, she undressed and dropped her clothes to the ground. Never had she felt so dirty like right now. Well, maybe after Robert forced me into that dunghole dungeon, she thought, and Del saved me.

Robert.

Oh my fucking God.

She had never thought about it before, because it all seemed so far away, and she simply wanted to forget what Robert DeBarra, Del’s brother, did. Del’s brother. Which means my brother. Who is a rapist asshole.

“Urgh!” she shouted again and shuddered as if it would help shake off the disgusting feeling, which–of course–did not work.

Water. I need to wash all of it away.

When the warm water touched her skin, it was almost like the water washed not only the vomit from her, but also the memories and emotions off.

She had no feeling for time passing, and it could have been ten minutes or an hour when she was finally ready to leave the sanctuary shower.

A cold shudder ran through her as the warmth stopped and only the mist of hot water whirled through the room. She felt at least a little more like herself again.

She grasped a towel for her hair and one for her body from the shelf next to the shower, wrapped herself in it, and sat down on the toilet. All of it had been exhausting.

While she sat there, her eyes wandered over her body. And although she could not see the inner pain, her body looked like she felt. Bruises in all colors pricked her legs, cuts on er arms, and a swollen wrist.

She did not even try to look in the mirror; she hated mirrors anyway, and she was sure she wouldn’t look any better than the last time. Time passed as she just sat there, attempting to focus. And maybe it was the air cooling down to the point of goosebumps spreading over her skin that made her able to focus again.

Plan. I need a fucking plan, she told herself.

And clothes. I just hope Riley has some clothes here.

Taking one last breath on her stupid sanctuary toilet, she finally got up and walked back into the main room with the bed and pantry-kitchen.

Luckily, Riley had some clothes here. Functional clothes that not only felt but were visibly made for combat purposes.

She slipped on the underwear first, which felt so soft and nothing like she had ever felt before. Then, the pants. It had several pockets and the material felt like silk but was firm as softshell.

The pants were slightly too wide, but she loved clothes that fit loosely. Also, she slipped on a very tight black shirt with long sleeves, which was most certainly from a material she had never felt before.

She was very sensible with clothing and the sensation they caused, but those clothes here felt like she was putting on a second skin.

In one of the drawers, she also found a belt. When she had finally closed it, she looked down at herself, and damn, she looked so fucking badass.

Badass.

Maybe it was the feeling the clothing gave her, but it was as if her energy flooded back into her body.

She removed the towel from her hair and tamed her mane into a braid. To do so, she had to use a mirror. While she stared at her pitiful self with those dark eye rims, there was also something else. And that something was power.

Not in her body, but in her eyes. The eyes that knew already what had to be done and would undeniably come.

After finishing the braid, she leaned herself on the sink for a moment with heavy arms and exhaustion to get a closer look at herself.

While she stared into her own dark green eyes, she knew the decision had already been made. She knew she would go down a road of no return, but it did not matter. Her life had always been supposed to be this way. It had been sealed all those years ago, and there was no way out.

She pushed herself off the sink and walked back to where she had come from, through the room with the red strings, back into the basement with the weapons.

It is time to put the big girl panties on, she told herself.

And with that, she opened the steel chest of drawers to her right by unlocking it with the watch.

Her fingers glided over the guns stored in it with organized perfectionism. She opened every drawer, every shelf, and every box she found.

When she had finally slid open the door of the last cabinet, she turned and stared at the huge room with all the open doors and drawers. There weren’t only guns, knives, and all sorts of other weapons. No. There were laptops. Phones. Money. Stealth gear. Keys for cars and whatnot. Overall, everything a person needed to do was exactly what she was going to do.

The plan had formed in her mind while she had assessed the contents of the armory. Now, she stared at the piece of paper in her hand while she had assembled every piece needed for her plan on a table on the right side of the armory.

Game on, she thought while walking over to the huge glass board next to her. It was time to set the plan in motion, because what she now possessed was something far greater than anything she had ever had. Resources. And information. Both would make all the difference in the world.

Her eyes wandered over the glass board where she had everything mapped out, along with a list of names. A list she now pinned her grandmother’s photo to, right at the top.

“I’m coming for you,” she whispered. “All of you.”
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DEIS
PLAYLIST: SPIRIT IN THE SKY – DELUXE EDITION – NORMAN GREENBAUM


The arousing feeling of killing a man who deserved it crawled up his chest and replaced the desire to strangle Delilah for what she knew. If there was a single thing to ground him within the matter of seconds, it was the visual of driving a full magazine into Richard DeBarra’s chest. After skinning him alive.

Doing so with Richard’s daughter had not been on his agenda, but times changed, and he was able to adapt. Whatever needed to be done to bring down this man, he would do. And if all would go down as planned, they would take down not only Sam but Majorie, too. The plan was plotted, and there were only two open ends. Two major ones.

The first one was both their, his, and Delilah’s recovery. Both their bodies had undergone major trauma and surgery, and although almost three weeks had passed, he was nowhere near his usual physical strength. Delilah was still limping slightly, although she tried to conceal it, and the bruises and hematomas slowly turned yellow and brown. And then there was the matter of Ed.

While he was fairly sure Ed wasn’t part of Sam’s plot against him, he could not rule it out entirely until Jaz got back to him regarding her orders.

They have had a huge meeting with Julie & Team, his PR specialist, who also happened to be Emma’s best friend, to plan a distraction campaign for the moment Delilah would contact her father and tell him about the secret. One that would make it not only irresistible but also necessary for Richard to come out of his hiding hole. Delilah had distracted everyone, as planned, so that he could speak to Jaz.

It had turned out, she had been helping Emma, but as he had promised Jaz no consequences, she had spilled the tea. She had also asked him to find out who deleted the files, secretly, of course. What she did not know was that Rae now monitored every byte moving around their system with specialized software. Exactly how it worked was beyond his understanding. Not that he wasn’t knowledgeable about tech, but when it came to a hacking tool designed to sniff out transported packages and how exactly it worked, he was out.

So far, nothing out of the ordinary has happened. Nothing that implied Delilah working against him, nor Jaz not living up to her promise.

And today was the day.

Today was the day all the plotting and planning finally came to an end.

Today was the day to kill the man who had started all of it.

Today was the day for revenge.

“You look like a fat spider who is about to catch a very tasty fly,” said Delilah dryly from the seat opposite him. They were flying to France in her jet, while his jet, with a fake manifesto, was on the way to Los Angeles.

“Am I?” he asked coldly back. “Maybe you will be the fly,” he added with the desired effect of making her chuckle darkly.

“You know,” she said, “Now all the things are out in the open, you’re not the worst person to be around.”

He tilted his head and looked at her, because if he was completely honest, he felt the same, but she could never know.

“Let’s go through the plan once more,” he said to evade the conversation.

“No,” she said with a high undertone. “We know it. I know it. You know it. It is all clear.”

He closed his eyes for a moment to breathe in and out because Delilah enraged him right now to a point that made him aggressive on a molecular level. Over the past days and weeks of their planning, monitoring, tracking, and recovering, there had not been one day that went by where she didn’t exasperate him to a point where his chest felt like a bomb on the verge of detonating.

In and out, he told himself. It will all be over tomorrow.

He opened his eyes again and released the anger with it. After all, it made no sense anyway. Delilah would nonetheless do whatever the fuck she wanted, and there was zero he could do about it right now. So instead of arguing, he gave up and retreated to his own mind, walking himself through the plan again.

Land. Get the Jet into the hangar. Enter the car. Get to Château Rouge. Jam everything around them. Have the area secured and checked. Search the ruins. Find The Secret. Delilah calling Richard she got The Secret. Luring him out. Killing him. Should be easy. But as nothing in his life was as easy as it looked, he prepared for the worst, and by worst, he meant he could sniff the complications lurking in the shadows already.

Most of all, he still wasn’t sure about what it was with Delilah. She hadn’t shown an inch of mistrust towards him, nor did she do anything that made him suspect her.

Maybe it’s all part of the plan, make me feel safe and then strike in a moment I do not expect it, he thought while he watched her staring out of the Jet’s window.

Her features were so strong, with a sharp and broad jawline that every man would be proud to have. And if it weren’t for her slim arms, bony clavicles, and feminine-coded makeup with black lashes and rose cheeks, she would have pulled off the illusion of who she was, a force of nature, powerful and very fucking bossy.

“What are you staring at?” Delilah asked, ripping him from his thoughts as she turned her head and now stared at him with an equally demanding and angry look.

“Your jaw,” he said.

“And why would you do that?”

“I don’t know, Del. Why do you stare out of the window?”

“Staring out of a window is different from staring at someone,” she said with an undertone he could not pinpoint.

“Didn’t you like the press around you all the time? Wasn’t it you dragging me to all those annoying charities and social events with all the photos and whatnot?” He could not keep a little resentment from his voice. Resentment rooted in total dislike of the double standard.

“Deis,” said Delilah, sighing. “It was all a façade. A role I played in favor of my father, none of it was real.”

None of it was real, he repeated in his mind and tilted his head slightly, as if it would change the perception he had of her.

“Whatever you think you know about me,” she then continued, “is a lie. I am nothing like the person you believe to know.”

“Then who are you?”

Delilah snorted out a scuff. “If I knew, I’d tell you. Who am I after being raised into a puppet for all those years? I can’t tell you who I am. The only thing I can tell you is who and what I am not.”

Delilah’s voice was strange. He could sense he had touched a sensitive topic, and he had to navigate his words carefully, because he wanted to know. If there was one thing he enjoyed, truly, it was diving into the depths of human nature. And Delilah was a multi-faced exhibit of a rare breed, so to speak.

“So, who and what are you not?” he asked, earning a reproachful look from her.

“I’m not gonna divulge my inner workings to you,” she snapped.

“Not? Here I was, thinking it would finally be interesting to learn more about you,” he said with a sardonic undertone.

“We’re almost there,” she then said to end the conversation, got up, and walked past him to a seat behind him.

When she was at his height, he gripped her wrist to stop her. Without looking at her, he said, “I didn’t ask to use it against you. I asked because I crave truth,” and let go of her. She was rooted to the spot for a moment, and he could feel her stare, but he did not wish to have her see into his eyes from this close, especially in a position of power.

Then the airplane started descending, and Delilah went to the seats in the back. It had been a weird moment of honesty, and he kind of wished he had kept his mouth shut.

The plane rolled onto the field and straight into the hangar, where the car waited for them. They did so to reduce the risk of surveillance, as it was necessary for Richard not to be seen with Delilah.

Through the opening Jet door, he could see a black Mercedes S-class standing there, among two other cars, the vetted team accompanying them to secure the grounds and check for any sort of surveillance.

When he put a foot onto the steps leading from the Jet, a slightly mechanical air from the turbines streamed up his nose, and he could feel Delilah following him, but it wasn’t that what made his chest prickle slightly.  Whatever it was he sensed, it made his body rigid–as if something was about to happen.

He already braced himself with focused senses, awaiting an imminent attack, only it didn’t come.

They walked to the S-class, got in, and drove from the hangar, simple as that. They did not undergo any kind of customs and simply drove from the private airfield into the French countryside, which told him once more how powerful Delilah was. It was not easy to land internationally without customs, even private, even with a big name in business. Air travel was one of the most securely tracked means of transportation, even with a private jet.

“No customs,” he stated out loud to subtly invite Delilah to spill on how she had done it.

“No, not needed.”

“And why is that?”

“Because Rae falsified the entries, hacked the Jet’s system, altered the data, and we entered on diplomatic immunity,” she said, then added with a smirk, “Well, I did. As you’re officially en route to L.A.”

He couldn’t help but let his mouth form into a downward smirk of being impressed.

One and a half hours of silence later, they rolled up an old, mossy cobblestone pavement leading through leafless trees to the ruins of Château Rouge. Whenever he imagined coming back here, he had expected to feel something. Disgust maybe. Or even a feeling of connection to his family. But there was nothing. He felt nothing. Almost like dead inside. No thrill, no excitement, no nothing.

And maybe it was the absence of any emotion allowing him to see everything more rationally, even clearly. Like the emotional blur had been wiped from his mind, enabling him to finally see clearly again.

The car came to a halt in what had been the entrée to the house before its destruction. In its center, he could still make out the red-bricked pedestal and feet of the statue, which had held a leaf through which water had poured into a basin, but was now destroyed, like the walls of the once magnificent castle. He had no idea what exactly had happened here, but he was quite sure after all he learned, it had been horrible.

Where the front door had been, there now were only three cracked steps, covered by leaves and moss, as everything else was. Entirely shattered brick walls, overgrown with nature, created a wobbly and undulating underground path that they had to carefully climb through. He slipped once, and when his hand met the ground, an agonizing pain seared through his wrist.

“Fuck,” he gasped out when his palm met the sharp stone and cut it open.

As he sat down with a throbbing hand to wait out the pain to vanish and to cover the bleeding cut, he stared at the stones around him, mindlessly, until he realized–

“No fucking way,” he said and picked up a stone with his unwounded hand.

“What is it?” asked Delilah immediately, climbing over to him.

“Look at the stones and bricks here,” her told her, and her glance wandered over them, and the moment he saw the flicker in her eyes, he felt something again.

There it was, the thrill.

Because whatever was here, he had found the spot. Because all the other bricks were covered in years of natural grease. This, right here, was not.

“Someone has been here,” whispered Delilah, who lifted a stone, too. “Look. They have been overgrown, but they were turned. So, whoever had been here must’ve done so recently.”

They both started to move the broken brick stones out of the way as quickly as possible. His hand wrapped in a cotton handkerchief didn’t matter much anymore, because adrenaline had taken over, fired by the overwhelming desire to know. If someone had been here, it would mean they were on the right track. It would also mean someone would have most likely taken The Secret.

But it didn’t matter right now, because he had been right. I was fucking right, which was one of the best feelings in the world.

His heart raced a million miles per hour, pounding against his chest, when a trap door in the ground appeared in front of their eyes.

“Deis,” breathed Delilah out, equally excited from the shimmer in her eyes.

“I know,” he whispered back, because they both knew what it meant.

Behind him, a branch cracked.

His heart skipped two beats as he whirred round, gun drawn within a nano-second.

Only there was nothing.

His eyes wandered slowly around, waiting for movement between the firs and trees that loved to play tricks on one’s eyes. From the corner of his eye, he saw Delilah pointing her gun into the woods just like him, too.

“Maybe the perimeter?” he asked silently, because the team had separated to secure the grounds for their search.

“Maybe,” said Delilah. “I have a very, very bad feeling.”

“Bad in–“ he asked.

“Being watched.”

The hair on his neck stood up as she said it, and his senses focused on listening as much as any sort of movement. It was quiet. Maybe a bit too quiet for a forest. 

“Maybe it’s a trap,” he then said. “Opening the door. Remember what they told about Renard De Montreuil? That he loved to act from the shadows, what if–“ he said, but his voice trailed off as he glanced around the trees, looking for any indication of a trigger, or whatever would be the style of a serial killer from several decades ago. Or his descendants. Because there were only two options who could have been here. Majorie. Or Emma. And he was certain the latter was quite unlikely. Except that she would work for her grandmother now, but that was also unlikely.

“I’m opening that door now,” said Delilah. “I don’t care if it’s a trap. If I die, I die at least knowing.”

“Well then,” he said with a chuckle, “people with a desire to die first.”

Delilah play-grinned at him and pulled the door handle. They both held their breaths, but nothing happened whatsoever. The door didn’t open. And there was no imminent attack.

“There has to be some sort of locking mechanism,” she said and started removing more stones and digging through the ground until her hands touched something different, and her eyes lit up.

“Deis,” she said. “Look.”

And when his eyes saw what she had uncovered, his heart skipped several more beats in consuming apprehension. There it was, a little mud-covered black box. And when Delilah wiped over it with her hand, it revealed the embossed symbol of a golden ram skull, and they both knew what had to be done.

Delilah fumbled with the box only to reveal a two-key system, where both rings fitted in. It was the moment they both had been waiting for so long, went through so much, fought and almost killed each other, and now, they were, somehow, here, together. The two people who should have both been dead already. Only they weren’t. They were very much alive, and what a rush it was, finally finding what they had been looking for.

They both pressed in their rings, and the crack behind them told him it had worked.

Goosebumps spread over his entire body in epic proportions.

Finally.

It will all be worth it.

He bent down to see what was behind the trap door with a fluttery feeling in the stomach.

The first thing was a disgusting smell invading his nostrils.

But it did not matter.

He had to see.

A ladder leading down.

And he took it. There was no more holding back.

His feet touched rough concrete ground.

He fumbled his phone from the back pocket with his hand when Delilah appeared next to him.

His heartbeat was so fast and heavy now that he was sure Delilah heard it.

The torchlight illuminated the darkness.

The space they now stood in was moldy, cold, and gave the distinct feeling that many things—or people—had died here. Everything was dusty: some empty shelves, an old boxing sack, and a simple table. Chains in the wall. And the entire room was covered in what might have been blood stains.

“There,” whispered Delilah and pointed towards what must’ve been a bed once. On the greasy sheets lay a letter. From the looks of it, with its yellowish stains and the dust on it, it had been there many, many years. He noticed how Delilah let him take it, and it was something he would not forget.

His breath was so flat when he tried to open the letter, but his hands were actually shaking. Delilah took the phone from his hand and held it for him, so he could use both hands and focus on whatever it was in there.

The envelope finally slipped open.

In it, a folded piece of paper.

Breathing became scarce as his eyes flew over the words written on it.

You took my will, but I will never obey. La justice ne saigne pas – elle consume. Tick Tock.

Justice doesn’t bleed, he repeated in his mind, it burns.
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: BATSHIT – SOFI TUKKER


When she pressed the button with the words START ENGINE written on it, a loud roar resounded through the underground space, accompanied by a satisfying gurgling. Oh, how she loved a good V8. And how she loved even more having access to an entire garage of vehicles now.

Because the armory held not only weapons, but also a garage with exactly eight cars, several motorcycles, and a quad in it, but she wanted only one of them truly: the Mustang—now purring like a wild cat, waiting for its orders.

Over the past weeks, she had revisited her plan several times, researched, amended, and perfected it until, after a very good night’s sleep, she felt guilty for having while planning to kill several people, she felt ready to act on it.

Today is the day, she told herself.

Of course, she would’ve wanted to execute the plan with Riley, but as she was unreachable, there was only so much she could do. She had decided against contacting Jaz because, after the information she had gotten from Julie, Del was working with Deis, meaning she would have surely told him about Jaz, which made things as they had always been: Her against the rest of the world.

She pressed the gas pedal and stirred the wild cat–well, horse–towards the exiting gate. From going several times over the map and counting the steps, she was sure where it would exit, somewhere other than the entrance to the building. What was going on there, she could only watch in amusement, because her grandmother’s people had been trying very heavily to enter the secret room she resided in, but had been unsuccessful so far. Thanks to a very stealth surveillance system, she had been able to monitor every one of their moves–something that felt so fucking powerful.

“Okay, ready to rumble,” she said and held the watch out of the car’s window onto the chip reader. With a silent clang and a rattling, the black steel gate in front of her whirred sideways, only to reveal an underground garage with several common-looking cars.

She drove the car into it and watched the gate whirr back into place. To her absolute amazement, no one would ever know there was a hidden gate; now it was closed.

What the fuck, she thought. And only because she knew, she saw the little blue light blinking once at a waist-high spot in the wall, telling her where to get back in, although she did not plan on coming back, it was nice to know.

She drove to the exit of the garage, where the gate to the outside world opened automatically this time. She had chosen the night, although no one would recognize her ever again. She wore a cap, her hair in a tight braid, massive glasses she had found in one of the dresser drawers, with everything needed for concealment. Also containing several sets of colored lenses, makeup, and wigs.

The wigs, however, hadn’t worked for her massive amount of hair, so she decided to go with the cap and glasses. It would all be alright, at least she told herself that.

On the passenger seat lay a black bag concealing all sorts of weapons and tools she needed to execute her plan. But, if all went down as planned, she would not only have The Secret, but also the people on her list dead.

Next to the bag sat a steel box, one she had taken from the armory with several stored phones in, and now only contained a single one, her grandmother’s.

She knew her grandmother would track her the very moment she moved out of the untraceable shadows, but she needed her to trace her at the right moment.

The gate opened. And she drove into the Manhattan night air.

She could not help but let down the window once to breathe in the fresh air after being stuck in the hiding hole. While it had been safe – and it still wondered her how it had been built so strongly Majorie, with all her resources, was unable to get in.

She drove outside the city, over to New Jersey, to a point she had singled out as strategically best, because she needed space to get as far away as possible, but also not too far from the Teterboro airport.

Reaching her spot, she took the metal box. Her heart began to pound quite heavily, because she only had one shot at it.

One deep breath.

Channel the badass in you, she told herself.

Another deep breath.

You can fucking do this. It is the only way, and you will pull that off.

One last deep breath.

It was time.

She opened the box. In it was Majorie’s phone. She took it, disabled the flight mode, and then dialed the number she had prepared.

Her heart now beat up into her throat. She hated phone calls. What she hated more were phone calls deciding between life and death.

“Maj,” sounded his disgusting voice through the speaker.

“Nah, try again,” she said in a voice so arrogant she could not believe it was hers.

A moment of silence followed.

“Emma Richardson,” said Richard DeBarra, ice cold.

“Bingo. So, here is the thing,” she said, calculating, “I believe we got off on the wrong foot. The one Maj, Majorie, wanted us, too. Because there are many things you don’t know, but I do.”

“And why would I believe you? You destroyed everything,” he said in a derogatory tone.

“Did I? Or did Majorie?”

“What are you implying?” he asked, and she could already sniff he had taken the hook.

“I am implying, you have been played. By Majorie. And I want your help to destroy her.”

A derogatory laughter ran like acid through her ears.

“And what would I get out of it?” Richard asked then. “There is nothing a girl like you can offer me.”

“Well, here I was, thinking you wanted The Secret so badly,” she said arrogantly and then paused, because what she had said needed to sit with him.

“Nice try, girl, but my daughter is already getting it for me.”

A knot built in her stomach, because what she would do wasn’t fair, which she despised. But it was the only way to get to him. It was time to fight fire with fire.

“Which daughter?” she asked, and the predictable silence following was only interrupted by several heavy swallows on the other end. A silence she used wisely.

“Because Delilah isn’t getting anything for you. She can’t. So, if you want it, this is your one chance.”

“You are a lying piece of scum,” roared Richard suddenly in a loudness she automatically stretched her arm with the phone as far away from her ear as possible.

“Or,” she said while getting the phone back to her ear, “maybe I am the daughter of Joséphine Dumont, I am sure you remember her.”

Another swallow.

“No? Let me freshen up your mind,” she continued broadly, “the very teenage girl you raped. Marie was just my fake-mother. Like everything else,” she said, and as Richard still didn’t issue a word, she continued. “So, here’s the deal. I have The Secret. But I also have a grandmother who wants to kill me. You want The Secret, I want my grandmother dead. I know you know her well. I read your correspondence. You have ten seconds, deal or no deal.”

The words poured from her mouth with strength, and yet she felt slightly jittery inside. It wasn’t every day you forced a megalomanic into a corner, only to throw yourself in as bait.

There was one last deep breath.

“You are telling me, Majorie is your grandmother?” asked Richard incredulously.

“I am. Because Majorie is Joséphine’s mother.”

Silence.

“What ensures me you won’t kill me?” Richard finally asked, expectantly.

“My word. Bring me in, let us kill my grandmother, and you will never see or hear from me again. Whatever had happened, it was Deis and my grandmother. They are coming for you, not me.”

Maybe she would get burned by making a deal with a devil, maybe she wouldn’t. She did not care. She did not care what would happen to her as long as Majorie lay in a puddle of blood in front of her. There was no one she could trust anymore, not Deis, not Del, who apparently now worked with him, not Julie. Maybe Riley, but Riley was AWOL. And if she wanted to kill the probably most powerful private person on the planet, she would need the resources. Resources in the form of a very predictable megalomaniac billionaire who happened to be her real father.

“And what does your word mean to me?” asked Richard, very calculating. “By all means, you have all the reasons to kill me, too.”

“For playing a role in my existence?” she asked as if his question was the dumbest in the history of humankind, in the hopes it would be enough.

“Listen, I don’t need you,” she continued with the blatant lie, “I didn’t need Deis either, but if you come in my way, I will kill you. That’s why I shot him. It’s a question of how much you want The Secret. So, it’s either in or out. I am done with talking.”

There was another moment of silence where her heart skipped several beats while racing so fast and loudly, she was afraid he’d hear it through the speaker.

“Deal,” said Richard then and continued darkly, “But let me warn you, play any game and you will be gone before you can mouth the word daddy. I have collapsed entire governments within a couple of hours, vanishing a girl⁠—“

But she interrupted him.

“I advise you to stop referring to me as a girl. I am a woman. My name is Emma. And if you want The Secret, you will show me the respect I deserve for bringing you to power.”

Boom, babe, she congratulated herself in her mind for manhandling Richard DeBarra, of all people, into speechlessness, as he did not speak for a moment.

“Alright, Ms. Richardson,” said Richard, then quite sneeringly. “How does the Miss want us to proceed?”

“I will dump this phone, you will bring me in, as I said, and then we will plan on how to kill Majorie De Montreuil.”

“Majorie De Montreuil?” he asked with his voice trailing away.

“Oh, didn’t you know?” she asked. “Huh, here I was, thinking you collapsed entire governments in hours.” She couldn’t help her tone. “Doesn’t that require being informed?”

“She is a De Montreuil?” he asked for clarification.

“She is.”

“So you are, too.”

“I am. That is how I came to have The Secret.”

“But how?” asked Richard again, now as if he was bursting with curiosity.

“I stole it. Time’s ticking. I need to get away from here. Into safety, preferably far away,” she answered him dryly.

“You’re not far from Teterboro,” he said to her immense satisfaction, “You planned this quite thoroughly.”

“Of course I did. I have my grandmother breathing down my neck with bullets and bombs. So, wherever it is you can get me to, I’d advise you to do it now, or my grandmother will get to me first. If you can run the trace, she can also.”

“She sure will,” said Richard absently as if lost in thought, but then, his voice and entire attitude changed. “Do you have another phone on you?”

“Yes, burner.”

“You will call my number after we hang up on this line after getting away at least five miles, and then I will give you the details. You will need to get to the airport on your own. Dump that phone strategically. Move among people as often as you can.”

It was risky. She had known it, and she was very much sure her grandmother was tracing the call. Listening, however, had not been in her plan. She just hoped she wouldn’t. If so, she knew already what would come, and she could cut her off. But it was her only chance.

“Okay,” she said coldly while focusing and hung up.

She drove off immediately. She’d take the road leading further north, dump the phone there, and then turn around to take a different path to the Teterboro airport.

After five miles of speeding the car way too fast through the night, she called Richard with the burner she got from the supply in the armory.

“Phone is dumped, I am on my way to Teterboro,” she said without bothering to say hello.

“You will not drive to Teterboro,” said Richard in such a different voice. “It’s what she expects, possibly recorded. You will drive to the New Jersey Airport.”

“I don’t have a passport—“ she interjected.

“You won’t need one. You will get into the customs line. One of my people will pull you out. You will not ask for a name, and he won’t either. You will be led to a separate room, from where you will await transport. No one will check your bag or what you have on you, so bring it with you,” he bossed her around.

“I can’t bring it with me,” she said. “Because it’s stationary. In Manhattan.”

More silence.

“Then you’ll stay the fuck in New York. You will drive to a safe house where my staff are awaiting you. I will join you there in exactly eight hours.”

“But—“

“No but. You promised The Secret. I will get The Secret. Tonight.”

“Okay,” she said. “Give me the location.”

Gladly, he could not see the smirk appearing on her face, because he acted in any way like she had predicted him to. So easy.
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DEIS
PLAYLIST: AS HISTORY UNFOLDS – CHRISTOFFER MOE DITLEVSEN


His chest pounded as air fought hard to find its way to his lungs, because he recognized the writing immediately, because he had seen the very writing before. Once. A letter he had found in 2005, written to Derrick Richardson, from his daughter, Emma.

His eyes stared at the bloody parchment that she must’ve written at an age too disgusting to even form it into words when knowing she must’ve been here, and it was as if his mind was unable to comprehend until Delilah spoke.

“Deis, tell me what you know,” she said in a whisper. “You recognize the writing, don’t you?”

His eyes wandered up from the torchlight-lit parchment in his hands up to Delilah’s eyes, and it was then that he realized where they were standing and what had happened here, and why she didn’t know. Why Majorie had stirred him through Sam to Emma and then to Suttonboro to retrieve her memory. Because she was the one who took it. Everything he had done, everything he had been made to do, it had all been about The Secret, never about Emma.

And Emma, she had only been a little girl, caught in the storm by being born to collect the debt of justice. His father, the torturer, the abuser, who must’ve held her here like all the other girls, probably did unspeakable things to her, and she, she took it.

Words failed him as he could see images of what had happened here fly through his mind. Images that formed from what he had seen of all the girls his father had trafficked, only now it was Emma. His Emma. His belle. And he could not stand it. Disgust of epic proportions burned through his body, and he had to throw up.

He held himself steady to the wall, still shaking hands, only now his entire body felt like collapsing. Delilah’s hand touched his back.

Touch.

“Come,” she said. “Let’s get out of here.”

And just like that, he let himself be stirred to the ladder and slightly pushed up by her, because his body felt like heavy rocks pulling him down.

It took him many breaths of fresh air to calm the hurricane in him, and Delilah sat with him the entire time, without looking, without saying a word, but simply letting him be while being there. Maybe, when he was back to his senses, he would thank her for it, because she could have been very, very different.

“It’s her,” he finally whispered. “Emma. It’s her writing. I have seen it before. I know because she makes the little l in such a unique way.”

His gaze wandered from staring at the parchment to staring into Delilah’s eyes while the world around him was whirling.

She took it.

Emma took The Secret.

Maybe she did not remember the past, but she now knew who she was, and the reason why he had been stirred to find her. Maj. Majorie. Who had ordered him to work with Suttonboro. Not for Emma’s sake, but for her own gain. Because she knew where Emma had been and what she had taken.

All he had done was never for his belle, but for her power-hungry grandmother, who had used him as a tool. And Emma, of course, avenged him killing Suttonboro, because he had been the only connection truly knowing, except for⁠—

What if she remembers? What if she knows what she did? What if⁠—

“Del,” he whispered with a croaking voice from the realization of what he had been doing the entire time. “You have to call your father. We need to get to her. She is in such danger, and I put her there,” the horrific words poured from his lips, while a jittery feeling of losing control spread in his chest.

“But how do you know?” asked Delilah.

“Her grandmother. Emma was right to tell you not to trust her. Because she already knew what she wanted. Majorie wants The Secret as much as we all do. If Emma has been held here, in this cellar, it means one thing: my father has kept her here. And she took from him what meant the most to him: The Secret. She took the power, the influence, the money as revenge. And then her mind made her forget. She wiped out the memory because of everything that had happened, because my father was a bastard who loved young girls and boys and⁠—“

Oh my god, he whispered internally, unable to even think about what his father could have done to her. And if he weren’t already dead, he would have ripped him into pieces right now.

“You mean she pieced the puzzle together and is now doing what–?” said Delilah, and spoke out what he could not out of pure dreadfulness.

“Yes,” he breathed out. “I believe she is on a path of vengeance against her own grandmother.”

“She’s walking into her own death, going down that road,” whispered Delilah.

They glanced into each other’s eyes for another brief moment before Delilah stood up and stretched out a hand for him to take.

“Come, we have to get away from here, so I can make the call.”

“You’re willing to do it?” he asked while staring at her with her outstretched hand. “Even without The Secret?”

“Yes, because my sister is more important than any fucking secret.”

And it was those words that allowed him, for the first time, to see the real person behind the masks of hardship, covered by the perfect play of perfectionism. Words, proving to him, Delilah meant what she had said. So, he gripped her hand and pulled himself up.

His body felt horrible. Jittery and weak, like he had run a three-day marathon without water and food, and he needed a moment before being able to climb black over the ruins of Château Rouge.

While he stood there, Delilah did not let go of his hand. Instead, she just held it. Pulling him slightly towards her. He stared at her, not knowing what she intended to do, and maybe she did not know either, because her eyes were unable to read.

He somehow could not believe what she did, nor understand why she did it, but when he stopped resisting, she pulled herself towards him and hugged him. Hugged!

“It’ll be alright,” she whispered in his ear. And somehow, it wasn’t that bad. It was actually quite all right. Because no one had ever hugged him like this. With Emma, it had all been sparkles and fires; with his mother, it had been motherly. With Delilah, here and right now, he was seen. Heard. Even understood. A part of him wanted to freak out, but he stuffed it back into the depths of his inner workings where it came from.

Delilah ended the hug, now standing so close to him he could see straight into her eyes like he hadn’t since they got married. Even then, he had never truly cared about seeing her.

Now, he did.

His hand wandered up to her face and brushed through her brown hair. Without thinking about it, he closed his eyes and kissed her on the forehead. After the kiss, she kept leaning into him, and they both just stood there.

What the fuck am I doing here? He asked himself, but did not care about the answer, because he wasn’t himself lately.

“I’m sorry about what you had to go through,” he whispered.

“She’ll be alright,” said Delilah and added with a smirk against his chest, “She’s badass.” 

“Yeah, she is,” he said, and a grin appeared on his face. A grin that transformed into a chuckle, and suddenly he found himself laughing about the absurdity of it all, with the woman he was supposed to hate, but no longer could.

“Come,” he then said, “let’s get outta here:”

Twenty minutes of silence later, Delilah nodded at him and pressed the name Father on her phone to call him. The call would change everything. It had to work. It had to.

“Delilah, dearest,” answered the arrogant voice of Richard DeBarra on the phone, and he could see Delilah shaping into the form he knew. The strong, but complicit, daddy’s daughter.

How did I not see? He wondered in his mind, because it was so fucking obvious. 

“Father,” said Delilah in a sweet but straight manner. It was perfect. How she played the submissive role to flatter his ego while also being straightforward. “I got it.”

“Good,” said Richard, “bring it to me. I’ll be in New York tonight as celebrations are in order.”

Delilah’s eyes flashed at him. “Where will you be, father?”

“Gotham Hall,” he said very intentionally. “I thought a masquerade ball was in order,” he added with a dark chuckle and hung up.

Delilah’s eyes showed a single thing the moment he had said it, and that was fear. 

“He knows,” she breathed out.
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When the Jet rumbled under them onto the Teterboro airport’s landing strip, he was exhausted. Delilah and he hadn’t spoken for a long time, and both stared occupied in their own minds out of the window. Delilah had broken the silence, informing him she would go through with the plan. Of course he would, too.

They had no chance, because Richard knew. He could see the betrayal coming, yet he still invited them. To the public, for security reasons, of course. But it also meant a single thing: He had Emma. He had to, otherwise he would never even risk it. Richard knew the resources he had and what he was willing to do after he had threatened him; coming out of his Havana hiding hole now meant he felt safe to do so. Because he had Emma. Because he knew that he would never do anything to endanger her.

It was 5:33 p.m. when he sat down in the black Audi waiting for them, and he hated all about it, because it not only told him he was on the right track, but reminded him of how all of it had come to be. He was, by now, fairly sure it had all been an illusion, perfectly planned to make him believe certain things by none other than Emma’s grandmother.

He had been played. His entire life, he had been played, and the feeling it caused in him did not vanish.

It still aimed to drown him in anger and disgust when he stood in front of the huge gold-framed mirror in his walk-in closet while setting the tuxedo. He had chosen a midnight navy velvet tuxedo over a silver-stitched baroque vest and a grey satin shirt. To make the outfit round, he had picked the vintage Patek Philippe watch in his possession, which was anything but a normal watch, and he chose it for insurance, because whatever was to happen tonight would be bloody.

With his index finger, he wandered over the knives in the drawer, picked two of them, and stored them in the tuxedo’s inner lapel before opening the drawer with the guns.

“There you are,” he whispered when his fingers closed around the cold steel. This gun was a very special one. One, he had accustomed himself exactly for this occasion.

Tonight will finally be the night when Richard DeBarra dies.

Delilah and he had decided to enter Gotham Hall together. Richard already knew about their recent endeavors, so it was a matter of safety and leverage. Also, the Media would freak out after all the news, which gave them an extra layer of protection. They would need as much of it as possible because they were to walk into the lion’s den. A lion expecting to be cornered.

With another glance into the mirror, he picked the silver-white mask with baroque stitching matching his vest to hide his burn wounds.

It is time, he told his mirror image before he went for the door.

There, he saw Delilah standing at the window front with his back to him, staring down into the Manhattan night in a burgundy-colored dress with black lace and equally black feathers, rounded off with red-soled Louboutin heels.  

“Ready?” he asked her, and when she turned, his eyes wandered from her ankles up her trained legs, which showed off through a slit in the dress, revealing just enough to stir a curiosity in an onlooker. His eyes wandered up her body, where more lace and feathers traced into a wave of darkness.

“You look—“ he began, uncertain what exactly to say.

“Stunning? Hot? Amazing?” asked Delilah with a chuckle.

“Like the Devil coming to kill,” he then said with a devilish smirk.

A smile hushed over her face. “Let’s roast that bastard’s ass, then,” she said and walked with steps that meant business towards the door.

They went for the elevators, and the entire ride down, they stood side by side without a word. Apparently, both were lost in thought, bracing themselves for what was to come.

Entering the garage, Ed waited for him as he had prepared. This night would be a loyalty test for him, not without backup.

“Everything set?” he asked Ed, who nodded.

“Let’s roll then,” he told him. “As I told you, the main objective is getting Emma out there alive; second is killing the bastard; third, getting out there alive ourselves.” It was a reminder for Ed, and maybe himself, not to get swept away in the desire to kill Richard.

“Understood,” added Ed in a voice he did not like, but they had no more time,

“Come,” he told Delilah, “We’re taking the Aston.”

He loved cars, especially the fast ones. For tonight, he had chosen the Aston Martin, a matte black DBS Superleggera, now gurgling into duty.

“You lack many things,” said Delilah to him after she had squeezed herself more gracefully into the passenger seat when he had expected with such a gown, “But your choice in cars has always been impeccable.”

A compliment he did not hear properly. “I don’t lack anything,” he hissed back.

“Take the hint, Deis,” she said with rolling her eyes. “Seriously.”

He did not answer her, because it felt as if he was sitting in this car with a best friend, joking around with dark humor to forget the horrible world outside for just a moment. But labeling Delilah his friend was something that could never happen.

It wasn’t far to Gotham Hall, so within twenty minutes and light traffic, they came to a halt in front of the monumental building with its distinct look of old Roman architecture. Upward lights illuminated each socket and, aside from the many people, including several paps lurking around, he saw immediately how heavily Richard had guarded it.

“This is not only a lion’s den,” he said out loud and glanced over to Delilah as he brought the car to a halt at the red carpet laid out and framed by black-golden ropes. “This is sure death. Maybe we should reconsider the plan?” he asked, tilting his head towards the roof where he had seen a sniper lurking, and he won’t be the only one.

“You don’t know my father as well as I do,” said Delilah, and grasped his hand resting on the middle console at exactly the right time for the Papzz to take up on their prey. Flashes illuminated the inside in a wave of bright light rolling over them, and his head began to hurt immediately.

“Deis, this is all a show. My father would never go for the fast kill. He loves to play with food. You, of all people, should know this. He won’t kill you until he has Emma watching, or vice versa. I told you so, and you fucking have to focus,” she now told him very bossily.

He stared at her a little longer while her hand squeezed his slightly, something he couldn’t even tell what it did to him.

“Put that mask on and let us do what we do best,” she said then, “play pretend.”

Yes, it was time to put on the mask.
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: RIVAL – RUELLE


The cold softness of the mahogany table glided under her finger like silk floating over her skin. It had been polished to absolute perfection, like everything in this house. Not that she had seen everything, but it had been enough when she was walked straight to this study.

A study that looked as if it had been designed in a different epoch. Ceiling-high shelves filled with books of different genres, languages, and ages, with beautiful spines that took every last bit of control to not touch them and immerse herself in their beauty, inside out. She could not tell what it was about old books that consumed her so. Each book, new as old, but especially the old ones, told a story of its own just by letting the fingers glide over the spine, exploring the touch of the pages, and scenting them. The scent alone opened a world only a printed book could.

And this here, if it hadn’t been Richard DeBarra’s study, she would have let herself wander into a world of deepest imagination.

But it was.

It was tainted.

Cold.

A witness to the gruesome life lived here.

She knew without knowing what had happened here. She also knew there were cameras watching her, a hundred percent sure. And maybe it was because of all she knew, she felt sick like she hadn’t felt for a very long time.

But she could not be sick right now. Not today. And therefore, she swallowed her burning, acid-like fluid down and focused on her plan.

If she were still her old self, she would go back and forth running the plan through her mind, just to be sure she would not miss a single thing. But she wasn’t. She wasn’t that girl anymore. She had never been. The girl she knew herself to be had been nothing more than a role. A role she had played in order to evade the past she could not run from.

Now, she found herself in the epicenter of darkness, and none of it mattered. She didn’t give a fuck about her life or anything anymore. There was only a single relevant thing consuming her, nagging at her stomach up to a point of sickness: The desire to kill. Her real father. The rapist. The megalomaniac oppressor. And then her grandmother. The wolf in sheep’s clothing, using people for her own gain.

They’re all the fucking same, she thought while she stared disgusted at a massive portrait of her real father in an imperialistic style, framed by several antlers of dead deer and whatnot.

Something about the portrait caught her attention. It was weird, framing it in such a peculiar way; also, the style was equally weird. Not that she knew much about art, but her pattern recognition told her something was off.

She took a couple of steps back and tilted her head slightly. Then, she walked up close and let her finger glide over the golden frame. She gripped the bottom and tried to pull it off, but it did not move an inch.

A smug smile appeared on her face when she heard the almost inaudible whirring to her right through the silence in the room.

“There you are,” she said and stared directly into the camera set in the left eye of an antler. 

“Here I am,” said a voice behind her that almost made her jump, but she could not let it show. So, she did not turn immediately but took her time.

When she did, her stomach revolted. Seeing Richard DeBarra with the knowledge she had, let a wave of disgust rush through her body, resulting in her stomach acid being pushed up painfully into her throat and mouth.

She had to swallow it down hard, and for a moment, it felt like she could not get any air, resulting in a cough attack.

“There are drinks in the secretary, bottom left,” said Richard in a tone that made her even angrier, because he was playing with her like food. “Go fetch one, if you need one.”

Calm yourself, she told herself. You knew it would be this way. You prepared for it.

She walked over to the secretary and sat down in its chair. From there, she opened the left cabinet and pulled out a crystal bottle with likewise crystal whiskey glasses. She placed them onto the secretary, poured a drink into each of them, and then walked around the secretary, leaning casually against it, while holding one glass out for Richard.

“Come fetch it yourself,” she said.

He had tilted his head slightly, and his eyes, if possible, became even more dangerous.

Then, he took two fast and intimidating steps towards her, so he was now so close she could count the hairs of his eyebrows. It wasn’t that he was exceptionally tall, but what made him so intimidating were his eyes. They were empty and so dangerously gloating; she knew it was very easy to get burned. For just a moment, she thought of smashing the glass and cutting open his neck, but she had to kill her grandmother first.

Knowing exactly what he was doing, he took the glass from her hand, swallowed it down in one gulp, and then leaned in on her to place it onto the secretary.

“A shame,” he then whispered into her ear while blowing hot air against her neck. “You would’ve made a great toy.”

There was only one thing she wanted to do, and she could not stop herself from doing it.

Her leg shot up into his balls with a force that made even her knee hurt, and when he crouched down slightly, she slipped the knife from her sleeve and held it against his throat.

“Listen carefully,” she whispered darkly into his ear. “You are breathing because I allow you to. Let’s not forget you want something very important from me, or do I have to freshen up your senile memory?”

“Message received,” he said through gritted teeth.

“Good,” she said and let go of him. “Now, back to business, shall we?”

Richard flattened his suit and rose back to full height.

“Here,” he said and threw a key to her that he had fumbled from his pocket. “You’ll need this.”

“What is it for?” she asked, staring at the huge old key.

“A ball, at Gotham Hall. It is an event your grandmother can’t stay away from, due to all the high-ranking targets being there, including you. We are luring her out.”

“And what makes me need this key?”

“The key leads to a dungeon underneath. Originally, it had been built as, shall we say, ‘living quarters’ for the slaves. You want to kill your grandmother, you’ll find everything you need in there.”

“She will never fall for it,” she said coldly.

“Not my problem. I deliver, you execute,” he said in a manner telling the tale of countless negotiations.

“What ensures my safety?” she asked. “I am quite certain my grandmother will come heavily armed.”

“There will be scans on the entrance. I myself await some guest with dubious intentions, so I shall be very careful who is to let in, and who isn’t.”

She scuffed out derogatory. As if it would stop her grandmother.

“No wonder you didn’t come far in your life with that attitude of yours. A woman has to be subservient to thrive; you are simply an arrogant brat. If you truly wish to execute said plan, I advise you to vanish that attitude.”

Cooking rage revolted through her chest and consumed her entire body. Never in her life had she met anyone who wore self-righteousness as a cologne to such a thick and nauseating amount. And there was only one way to deal with men like him.

She let a smile appear on her face.

“Wow,” she then said, “Your cock must be tiny if you can only deal with subservient women.”

Her words had the desired effect. The anger exploded on his face, and within the matter of a second, she had his hand around her throat.

“You pesky little—“ he began, but she interrupted him.

“Who has the attitude now?” she asked while staying entirely calm to not give him any satisfaction of defiance. The missing blood in her head made her slightly dizzy as his fingers closed even more forcefully around her throat. 

“You’ll never get The Secret without me,” she said through gritted teeth while her head throbbed.

His hand loosened slightly, and blood rushed into her head with a strange feeling of lightheadedness.

“The Secret is bound to me living,” she said, “so why don’t you vanish your attitude and we focus on our main objective?”

To her relief, he let go of her, took a step back, and breathed in and out once, while she made a mental note that the only thing he cared about was The Secret.

“Come,” he said in an entirely different tone, as if nothing had ever happened, revealing the psychopath in him and reminding her how dangerous it was to work with a man like him, but the times were desperate. So, she followed him.

He led the way upstairs over a wooden staircase that creaked under every one of their steps. Upstairs, he stopped in front of a room which he opened for her.

“I will send staff to get you ready. Do not leave the room; you will find everything you need there. We are leaving in an hour for Gotham Hall.”

“A bit late for a ball, isn’t it?” she asked as it was already 8 p.m.

“You never arrive with the scum,” said Richard nastily, and it told her everything she already knew.

What an arrogant piece of shit you are.

She walked into the huge room with mid-century ceilings and a chandelier hanging from it. There was a huge wooden bed, a door leading to a bathroom, and another one leading to a closet. She could not surpass the horrible sinking feeling spreading through her. The room felt like a prison. And not only that. It was as if the walls told a story of death through the scent issuing from it.

“So that’s where you keep the girls,” she said coldly.

“Only the good ones,” he answered with a gleeful smile and closed the door.

She couldn't stand it any longer. It took her no more than two seconds to arrive in the bathroom, but it was too late to open the toilet lid. Her stomach revolted in a magnitude that made her throw up so heavily into the sink that she momentarily believed she would never get any air again. Accompanied by painful coughing, she opened the tap, took a mouthful to get the acid out of her mouth and throat. One sip. Another one.

Urgh, she gasped out in her mind as the pain and immediate sickness vanished slowly. What a fucking bastard! No wonder Del became the way she is if you grow up with a father like this.

Suddenly, the door opened and ripped her from her thoughts.

“Miss Richardson,” said a female voice in a very chatty and delighted way, “I was assigned to get you ready for the ball.”

The woman entering the bathroom was probably already in her fifties, with a round face and slightly greyish hair.

“Oh, you don’t look so good, dear,” she then continued. “Is there anything you need?”

How is that even possible? She asked herself while staring at the super nice woman. How can someone be so nice and yet know what is happening here?

“I’ll arrange for something to eat,” the woman then said, “you look pale. Shall we get going then?”

She was so perplexed, she let herself be led to a chair in front of a mirror. “I’ll have a stylist join us for that hair,” she said while grasping her messy mane. It was a complete violation of her privacy, and yet, here she was, unable to object.

After what had to be less than an hour, her hair had been tamed by two stylists into very red-carpet-like looking waves falling to one side. She had some soup, bread, and a smoothie along with a bottle of water, and she finally found her voice again.

“How can you do that?” she asked the woman in a whisper after the stylists had closed the door behind them.

“Do what?”

“Be here. You know what he’s doing.”

She did not answer immediately.

“Someone has to take care of them,” she then said with slightly pursed lips, and then switched back to what they were doing. “Now, we have to get a dress on you. Come. He is leaving in ten.”

The woman led her into the closet, which was a huge room containing everything: day clothes, evening dresses, high heels, underwear, and accessories. And it disgusted her deeply.

“I believed this would have the perfect effect for tonight,” said the woman, holding out a mess of black something. She had never been one to love dresses, especially not balls, so she had no clue and shrugged.

However, when she had put it on and walked in front of the mirror, she could not believe what she saw. The reflection wasn’t her, and yet, it was.

The dress was beyond anything she had ever seen. She did not have the words to describe what she saw. Never, ever had she believed she would be able to look like this.

Around her neck, she found a heavy silver necklace, fitting the bracelets and earrings the woman had given her. She had no idea what material they were made of, because she had never cared much about jewelry, but they must have been very, very expensive.

Overall, she had never felt more out of place. Whatever she was, it wasn’t her, and maybe it was precisely the thing she needed to be tonight. Not to be herself.

Tonight, she wasn’t Emma Richardson. Tonight, she was Renard De Montreuil’s heir, and she came to avenge the poor, the used, the exploited.
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DEIS
PLAYLIST: MERCY - HURTS


When he stepped out of his car, a tsunami of flashes flooded over him. It was the first time he appeared publicly after everything that had happened, and the fact that he walked around his car and opened the door to offer a hand to his wife, Delilah DeBarra, and not Emma, the affair, would be the hottest shit from the east to the west.

The paps shouted after them for an explanation, provoking a reaction from him, but he would not give those bastards any satisfaction. They would get the meticulously curated role he and Delilah had planned for, and learn soon what the word ‘illusion’ meant.

He walked with her over the laid-out red carpet, and he couldn’t help but feel phenomenal. He loved a good show and the attention, especially knowing they conned them all.

“Security check,” he whispered to Delilah the moment he saw an airport-worthy security check put in place inside. For the show pulled her close and whispered directly in her ear, “I have a gun, I gotta get rid of it.”

“Mr. DeBarra! Does it mean you ditched the girl?” he heard a pap shout, and just when he wanted to get angry, Delilah did something they had not planned.

She kissed him. And hell, what a fucking kiss it was. It took him all his willpower not to laugh out loud. Although they played pretend, he didn’t feel any of it, and it was as if he was kissing a sister.

Nonetheless, he let her stir the scene, being fairly sure she wouldn’t do any of it without a reason. By kissing him, she had slightly turned them, so his back was invisible to the paps, and he knew the moment her hands wandered under his suit to his back, where the gun was stored in his belt, it had been a purposeful action. Reaching it, she pulled it from its place.

There was no way whatsoever she would pull off what she attempted to do, he was certain. But what did it matter in the end? Should she try.

“Hide me from view,” she told him in a whisper against his lips, and the very moment, he pulled her round, while kissing her again, so his body, together with his suit, hid her from the pap’s prying lenses.

He could feel her fumbling with something between them, and just like that, it ended. Without another glance back, she removed herself from his touch and walked inside, pulling him with her.

“Del, what the hell are you doing?” he asked her, while she fumbled in her clutch and pulled out a red lipstick.

“Relax, Deis,” she said silently, turned to him to rearrange his tux and wipe over his lips to remove her lipstick from them. “You’re working with a pro now.”

He only rolled his eyes at her.

She walked through the scanner, and while his body tensed in apprehension, nothing happened. She was scanned, her clutch was scanned, and nothing happened. The gun did not show anywhere, nor was it flagged. And for once, he was genuinely amazed by her.

He walked through the scanner, knowing that his watch was impossible to detect, but also that his knives were safe from scanner detection in the special sewn-in pocket. Probably the same concealment Delilah’s purse had.

They walked from the security check, and he put his arm around her waist to whisper into her ear.

“Seriously, Del, you’re badass.”

He saw her mouth twitching into a smirk.

“Press me into the wall,” she said, and he obliged, as it did not require him to kiss her again.

He felt her hand wander under his tuxedo, and just like that, his gun pressed slightly into his back from being slipped between his pants and his back.

He leaned off her, and there was a single moment where they stared into each other’s eyes, where nothing else was, except for this moment. No show, no game, no past. And when a smirk cracked on her face, and she said, “By the way, Deis, what happened to your mojo? That was probably the most awkward kiss I had the unfortunate luck to endure.”

“It felt like kissing a sister,” he said dryly, and they both chuckled.

And right that moment, he saw her for what she was. An incredible person who had gone through massive shit and still managed to keep her humor. And maybe, one day, when all this shit was over and he had his Emma back, he might just tell her that.

“Come,” he said and pulled her from the wall. “We have a ball to attend.”

When they entered the main room, he saw what he expected. It was an impressive show of the rich and famous, a ball made to mask and conclude, the extravagant expression of a man who needed to prove who he was.

Under the ornate stained-glass skylight with its 70-foot high ceiling was a huge free space framed by velvet draping, candles, crystalline dimmed uplights, and chandeliers, which dipped the room into a soft and warm light. There was glitter sprayed onto everything, so overall the room looked like they had stepped into a galaxy of the dark.

The people standing around at the tables were dressed extravagantly up to the point of eccentric and bizarre. He made a mental note of all the people he recognized from posture or face form, and there were several.

“The Ebenwalds,” he said to Delilah while people outright turned their heads at them. “And the Lafayettes.”

“They’re not the only ones,” hissed Delilah over the epic soundtrack going mystery music, “He had his entire ring coming. He’s protecting himself. They are the right witnesses.”

On several isles around the room were artists in black and white, giving a performance of a different kind. One of them looked like Saturn with a massive ring around herself, wherein she gave a stationary dance performance. Another one danced with swords in a symbiosis with the music.

“Here, drink,” said Delilah, and handed him a glass of champagne. “Maybe that’ll loosen your nerves a bit.”

“My nerves are quite fine,” he snapped at her.

“Are they? Because you look as stiff as a stick stuck in your ass.”

Breathe.

“Come,” he said while gulping down an entire glass and holding out a hand for her, “Dance with me. Let’s draw in some attention.”

When he led Delilah onto the dance floor, he could feel everyone staring at them. After all, they only knew what flew around in the media and what Richard might or might not have shared. Either way, he was the enemy. Not that he cared.

Delilah was an amazing dancer; she always had been, but tonight, it was truly something else. The way she stepped with him upon the dancefloor, the way she locked eyes with him, it was so intense, so strong, even fierce, and most of all, it was good knowing all they did was a performance.

The dance she chose wasn’t a dance. It was an expression. A statement. A message to her father, telling him to hide, far away, which was the sole reason he played the game with her.

When the song ended, he pulled her close, and it was then she whispered, “Deis, look.”

He felt it before he saw it. It was a shudder running down his veins while his heart stumbled over several beats. Delilah’s hand guided his body, but he did not need her to show him.

She stood not far from them. A black diamond-laced mask on her face, with her hair falling in bouncy waves to the side. She was dressed as if she had come from another universe. The dress, if it could be called that, had a high halter laced neckline framed with delicate straps, and then it became the embodiment of darkness. Layers of organza draped into what could not be described better as a wild ocean of black fabric whirled around her body. But what made it truly magnificent was the glitter, resting on the fabric like stardust blown upon her, and she ripped him from his breath. She was dressed like the queen of darkness, having arrived from a far-distant planet.

The pull she had on him stripped him not only of his senses but also of his sanity. Nothing made sense to him anymore, and he no longer cared.

“Go,” whispered Delilah into his ear and almost pushed him towards her.

When he walked up on her, words failed him. Whenever he had imagined perfection, it was her, and words would not come.

And then he saw her eyes in the dimly lit room.

Oh my fucking hell, he thought when she stared at him with an intensity melting him into non-existence.

“I thought he took you,” he breathed out in utmost discomfort of not even knowing what to say to her. There were so many unsaid things. Things she did not know. Things she knew. Things they had to talk about.

“I thought you were dead. Yet, here you are, with your wife, quite heated, wasn’t it?” she answered coldly, and the heated temperature in him dropped suddenly to below zero. She meant trouble. And it finally allowed him to think properly again. A smirk ran over his face.

“You should know, I am quite resilient,” he said with a chuckle.

“Counted on it,” she said while tilting her head. “Why are you here?” she then asked.

He took another step forward, closing the space between them. Her scent trailed up his nose, and all he could do was lean in. While he did so, he closed his eyes to take her in without his eyes. His cheek brushed softly over hers, and then he whispered into her ear, “For you.”

He could feel her breathing becoming heavier and deeper. So she felt it too. There was no way in this entire universe she did not.

“You need to leave,” she whispered with her lips almost touching his ear now. He longed for her on a level beyond physical existence. Their souls had bonded, and now they collided again into this epic connection.

Only she turned and walked away.

He acted without a second thought.

“Miss Richardson,” he called after her, and she froze. “May I have this dance?”

Dreadful moments passed, and she did not turn. He waited for her to walk away. Only she didn’t. Unbearable seconds passed until she turned ever so slowly while he stood there, with his hand held out to offer her the dance.

Her gaze wandered down to it and back to his eyes.

A tugged-up corner of her mouth appeared on her face.

His body already knew what would happen, but when her hand touched his, lightning struck through his body and electrified every last one of his cells in an almost painful way.

He pulled her close.

His finger touched the soft skin on her back when the most epic song began to play.

He had never seen her dance, nor did he think it was something she liked, but what happened with her in his touch was as epic as the song now gifting him the most beautiful moment of his life so far. Because she, with all her stubbornness, let herself fall into his touch.

They danced through the room that now only contained him and her, no one else.

He bent her back, and she arched herself down while her leg wandered around his.

And then, he pushed her up into his touch. Her hair consumed his face as their bodies melted into each other.

“Please, Deis, you need to leave,” she whispered suddenly into his ear. “Take Del now and leave, it’s not safe here. Whatever you came for, it’s not here.”

“Oh, it is,” he said. “And it’s right here, in my arms.”

“Is it?” she asked sharply. “Because to me, it looked more like you already had everything with your wife on entering the building.”

So, she saw. But how did she?

“Em,” he whispered. “It’s a masquerade. A masquerade. We are both here for you; everything is for you.”

Her eyes wandered into his. With her heels on, she was the same height as he was, and behind her mask, he could see her eyes x-raying him.

“You have to leave, Deis. I mean it,” she said, now almost pleading.

“I am not leaving without you,” he whispered back, while their dance continued. 

“Yes, you will,” and that moment, something in her switched. He saw it happen, and he knew he had been right. She was on a path of vengeance.

“You have a plan, don’t you? That is why you’re here. You are on a mission.”

He could feel her stiffen in his touch, and she suddenly stopped in her tracks to grasp his face.

“Leave, now,” she said coldly and calculating, and just like that, his hands lost the electrifying touch. Emptiness filled a void in him that he had not believed existed. His eyes searched for Delilah, because it was just like they had suspected. It would not be him bringing Emma back; it would be her. Delilah. Her sister. He needed her. Only Delilah wasn’t anywhere to be found.

“Del,” he whispered. “Where are you as his head turned and searched for her. But she was not there. Suddenly, it dawned on him what Emma had tried to tell him, while she could not. And he had been so fucking stupid.

Richard had used her to distract him and take his daughter.

He ran after her, but when he reached her and grasped her arm, he heard a voice behind him.

“Let her go, Deis. Or we will see ourselves forced to eliminate you.”

“Richard,” he said, and turned to see the disgusting face sneering at him like a spider who had caught a very tasty fly.

“The one and only,” said Richard. “Do you enjoy the show? I do. Wonderful so far, isn’t it?”

“Where did you take her?”

“Delilah? None of your concern. This is family business. And while you share our family name, we both know it was you who betrayed us.”

His hand wandered automatically to his back, where his gun was stored in his belt..

“Oh, I wouldn’t, Deis,” said Richard sneeringly. “Look around you.” And when he did, he saw several men letting their hands wander to their hidden guns. It had been a complete setup. And he had fallen for it, because of Emma. Richard knew his weakness; that is why he used her. She, now standing next to Richard, who brushed with the back of his hand over her arm.

“Lovely, isn’t she?” he asked him, and the moment his hand had touched her, he wanted nothing more than to cut it off. Slaughter him. Kill him.

He pulled the gun, and the very moment, guns were drawn around him, pointing at him.

“So, you want the public execution? Very well,” said Richard and winked at a man over, but then Emma spoke.

“Deis,” she said and stepped up to him in front of his gun.

Why are you protecting him? he asked her in his mind. Why???

Her hand touched his arm, and the very moment, the anger in his body flooded out of him.

His eyes wandered into hers, and he could not go through with any of it. Slowly, she took the gun from his hand, and he let her. Because he was powerless with her.

“Now, come. Let’s end this quickly, shall we?” said Richard, but he did not listen. He was fixed on her eyes. Eyes, he could not read.

A hand gripped him and pushed him into movement. He glanced at Emma, who followed him freely.

He was led through a corridor down into the secret dungeons, and when he revolted, two men gripped him and carried him into the dungeons, where he saw Emma unlocking with an old key.

When he saw that it was she who opened it, fear took over. Was this her ultimate revenge? Did she team up with the devil to punish him?

“Em,” he said, but she did not react.

He was dragged up to where chains hang from the ceiling, and the two men chained him up.

“Em,” he pleaded with her, but she did not answer; instead, she drew back.

Suddenly, loud clapping resounding through the stone walls with the nasty scent ripped him from his focus.

“What a show, what a show!” It was a female voice, coming from a grey-haired woman he knew all so well from the photos in Emma’s phone. Seeing her now, in her true nature, was enlightening–in the way of disgust and hatred he felt towards her. Because she was, after all, the root of all evil.

So this was the plan.
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: SUCH GREAT HEIGHTS – MILCK


Her grandmother walked into the dungeon, and her eyes focused on her with a pitiful glance she had seen so many times in her life. Maybe it was this look that elicited the hate in her to an entirely new level, maybe it was all the red lines she had to cross today to get her revenge.

After all, she had been nothing better than Deis. She had used him to get what she wanted; she had played him to make Richard compliant, to prove her standpoint. She had lied to herself, telling herself there was nothing, telling herself it was all for the right reasons. But when she saw her grandmother walking into the dungeons like this, she knew she had gambled wrong.

Because she saw the way Richard’s mouth tugged into a devilish grin of a plan playing out exactly as it was supposed to be. She had believed it to be enough, to let him know The Secret was only to be accessed with her, but he had gambled higher.

“Emma,” said her grandmother. “Well played, now, give me The Secret.”

Maybe it was the way she simply came in here, after trying to kill her, after kidnapping her, disregarding everything and showing her true face. It also proved Richard had told her she knew where The Secret was. Whatever she felt, it was miles away.

She was lost in her thoughts for a moment, only there were no thoughts. Her eyes wandered from her grandmother’s cold eyes over to her megalomaniac rapist father and then to Deis, who stood on tiptoes, with his hands tied up, the chains dinging into his skin, staring at her.

There was only one way out—one way they all hadn’t planned on.

She walked over to Deis, grasped his face, and kissed him. Their lips met, and it wasn’t the epic, consuming feeling she usually had. It was the calm before the storm, telling her it’d all be alright. The grounding feeling he had given her the first time they’d met in that atrocious high society bar.

Her mind wandered back to that moment at the elevators, where he had pulled her head onto his chest, and for this sweet moment of nowhere, nothing mattered. It had only been him and her, and he rooted her into himself. It had felt so safe.

So safe.

She closed her eyes.

For just a moment, it was only him and her again, and all the bullshit was gone. It was just them. Their hands touching, exploring themselves through little lightnings prickling through the fingertips. Their bodies melting into each other and becoming one in an endless universe. Their eyes meeting in the endless depth of a connection beyond the physical self.

She didn’t want it to end.

But it had to.

“You need to get out of here,” she whispered into his ear, almost inaudible. “Find Del and get out of here as fast as you can, promise me that.”

She grasped his chin and mouthed the words “I love you.”

And then she drew the gun she had taken from him minutes ago.

She did not even blink before she pulled the trigger. There were no more thoughts. Not even a decision. Only executing.

Her plan would work out.

It was all set.

Only it would play out without her, because she would start a war she would not survive.

And that would be alright.

It would finally be over.

All the fighting.

All the exhaustion.

All the strain of living.

The resounding echoes of the shots fired trailed into her ears the very moment Richard DeBarra’s body fell to the ground. It was the satisfying confirmation of her broken promise. One she never intended to hold up, because a promise given to a monster was never meant to be kept.

Her grandmother’s laugh cut through the following silence, where everything was frozen. No one moved. No one acted. She herself didn’t even know why she did it. It had to be her. She wanted it to be her. It had all been set for her grandmother to die. But it was the smirk on her father’s face that made her do it, and if she would die killing him, so it would be. She was happily waiting for his team to shoot her down in retaliation.

“Oh, Em, you shouldn’t have done that,” said her grandmother, and she found herself with a gun, not pointing at her, but at Deis.

“NOOO!” she heard herself scream, but before she could even act, things got messy. People streamed into the dungeons, shots were fired, and voices she recognized were screaming. Someone jumped at her grandmother, who lost control of her gun.

It was such a wild moment with so much happening at the same time. And though old, her grandmother fought heavily with a knife drawn. Ed pushed her down with his knee in her back.

“ED!” she shouted, but it was too late; her grandmother’s watchdog pointed the gun at him because he was wrestling her down. Suddenly, everything seemed to slow down for her.

The entire scene was frozen, while Ed’s eyes wandered up to hers, and she could not let it happen. He could not die for her; none of them should. Not Riley, who suddenly was there, now fighting a guard, not Delilah, who appeared with a bloody face and nose.

They were not supposed to be here.

They were supposed to live.

They all had to live.

Her eyes met Ed’s, who now head-locked her grandmother and was about to snap her head, and she saw in him what Deis might have seen in them too. It was the obedient loyalty. The devotion. To him. And apparently to her.

But he did not see the gun pointing at him.

And she just acted.

The loud echo of the shot fired now made everyone freeze in suspense.

She did not even feel it, but she knew it was there.

It was there the moment she had thrown herself in between Ed and the gun.

Somewhere far away, she heard Deis’ voice shouting her name, but none of it mattered.

She only saw the gun lying on the floor.

And while her breathing became scarce, she took it.

Pointed it at the shooter, and he sank to the ground with a bullet in his head.

The gun slipped from her hand.

In her, a warmth spread through her chest that she had never felt before.

Because it was alright.

All of it was alright.

She had lived.

She had died.

And she had done what had to be done, which was to rid the world of one of the evilest men walking it. Riley would keep on with her work. Deis would. Delilah would. Together, they would continue what she couldn’t finish.

And maybe, just maybe, they’d all find peace, too.

To be free from the chains holding them back.

Like the chains that kept drowning her her entire life.

Because others had taken her life for their gain.

She had been a puppet in the play of others.

Until now.

Now, she was finally free.

In peace.

With her past.

Her body became heavy, and she became aware of her surroundings for one last time.

There was Deis, crouching above her. Shouting something at her, while tears ran down his cheeks.

You finally feel, she thought as her eyes rolled back into unfocus, but caught herself again as a slap on her face brought her back from nothingness. Her face fell to the side.

There was Delilah sitting on the floor with her legs drawn up and rocking herself slightly while staring at her.

You’ll be alright, I know you will, she told her in her mind.

And then there was Riley kneeling to her and grasping her face, saying something, but she could not hear.

I want to kiss you, in our next life if there is one, she whispered in her mind, because her vocal cords did not work anymore.

Suddenly, coldness spread from her limbs through her body, dragging her into a darkness beyond her physical being.

The scene around her disappeared, and nothing mattered anymore.

What mattered was that they all got out of here in time.

They would.

And she would take The Secret to the grave with her.
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DEIS
PLAYLIST: LOST WITHOUT YOU – FREYA RIDINGS


He was falling into nothingness.

An empty void opening its jaw to consume him entirely.

There was no more up or down, no more left or right, no more being or existing.

Emotions overwhelmed him, and tears flooded from his eyes.

The pain in his chest could not be, it could not. It was too much.

She was the one thing that kept him going. She was the only one that mattered, and he could not lose her.

“EMMA!” he shouted and slapped her face to keep her alive while the blood lake beneath her grew and grew.

Her eyes stared at him, and then, they didn’t.

They were so empty, all the life gone from them, with one last soft smile frozen on her face. Everything went cold.

There were screams and sobs he did not even realize were his, and when he did, he could not stand the agony devouring his soul.

The pain wasn’t like any other pain he had ever experienced. It ripped out his inner organs, crushed him into pieces, and burned his soul into ashes until there was nothing left of him.

A hand on his shoulder.

He knew the hand, but he could not stand it.

Because he wanted to remove the hand touching him, his eyes wandered up, and he saw Delilah rocking herself across the dungeon, whispering something while staring into emptiness.

Tears ran down her face the same way his cheeks were covered in salty, wet fluid.

I love you, had been her last words. And now the love evaporated into non-existence, leaving him with nothing but pain.

Her last words.

“We have to get out of here,” he suddenly said.

“Deis,” said Ed, but he did not listen.

“No, she told me. We have to get out of here as fast as possible.”

And he got up, lifting her lifeless body into his arms. Because they had to get out.

He had no clue what had happened to Majorie, his focus had been with Emma, but she was gone, and he swore right here, right now, he would hunt her down and kill her for what she had down.

“Deis, medvac is ten seconds out,” Ed told him on their way out.

Medvac.

As if there was a chance after all this blood loss. The blood soaked his hands in red fluid right now. There was only so much a body could take. And when he stared at the puddle of blood at his feet, he was certain there was no way back.

He could not distinguish how thirty seconds could be so long and yet so short. It was like time stood still while it also raced until Emma was grasped from his arms and put onto a gurney, his medical team bustling around him, while he was lost, disconnected from whatever they did with her. Disconnected from everything around them. There were people, so far away. Like him. Far away from everything human. There was nothing left in him. Because she was gone, and she had taken everything with her, dragging him into a nothingness so overwhelming there wasn’t even pain, there was only emptiness.

While he just stood there, trying to breathe and move, his eyes fell onto Delilah, who did not move while everyone else was leaving. Pure distress. And maybe it was her being the complete mess that made him calm.

“My name is Del, I am thirty-five years old, I am safe. I have a sister, her name is Emma, I am safe. I can feel the ground, I am safe,” she muttered again and again. And because there was no chance of reaching a person in a state like that, he lifted her up and carried her outside the back entrance so no one of the guests would see.

Outside, he sat down with her on the sidewalk, placed himself behind her, and pulled her close with his arms slinging around her.

“You are safe,” he whispered into her ear again and again. More to himself than here. Because he felt like dying, too. Worse than dying. Like falling. Endless falling.

Shudders ran through her body. But the longer they sat there, the calmer not only she became, but he too, until the calmness became exhaustion.

His body felt like it had run a million miles, and just when he thought he would collapse, a wave forced them to the ground.

They were thrown forward onto the road from the pressure it brought with it, while everything in his head became numb. His hearing was almost nonexistent, only a loud beeping noise, like the sound of a dying heart.

Light illuminated his face, and maybe it was now all over.

Maybe he would die, too. Then it would all be gone. The emptiness. The pain. The exhaustion. And he would not have to live in a world without her.

Ma belle, please let it be over.
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When he woke, his head felt like he had been run over by a truck or a herd of elephants, who had danced cha-cha-cha in his head all night. A night of mixed drinks and bottles of liquor was nothing compared to what his head felt like right now.

He tried to focus his eyes, and the first thing he saw were several pairs of eyes staring at him. Ed. Jaz. Riley. The known doctor and the equally known nurse.

Apparently, he was back in the hospital.

They all looked so expectant, but he simply wanted to forget. He knew what would happen. They’d give him the news that wasn’t news, and his life would exist solely for hunting Majorie. To kill her for killing her own granddaughter, and then give up living.

There was nothing he wanted from life anymore; he had it all, and it had been ripped from him.

“Mr. DeBarra,” said the doctor. “How are you feeling?”

“In pain.”

“If possible, I’d like to speak with you in private,” said the doctor, and tilted her head at his people.

“They know everything,” he said, exhausted, while rubbing his eyes.

“Yet, this is a sensitive matter I will only discuss with you.”

He stopped his rubbing, opened his eyes, and stared with pain-filled eyes at the doctor.

“If you insist,” he said, side nodded them, and they all left without further notice. When they followed them as they left, he saw that Delilah was sleeping in the bed next to him, with her arms fixed.

“What’s with her?” he asked.

“Tranquilized,” said the nurse. “She’ll be out for a while.”

“Mr. DeBarra,” began the doctor in a tone that told him everything he needed to know already. “Earlier, you came in with a bad concussion from the explosion at Gotham Hall, where you hit your head on concrete so hard that it caused a small bleeding in the brain. You need to rest very carefully, which includes avoiding sudden movements, as this may worsen the condition. First, I’d like to make a neurological examination to determine if we must operate or if it can heal on its own. Then, we will talk.”

While the doctor and nurse examined him, his mind wandered off. He still recreated what happened.

Emma.

“She’s dead, isn’t she?” he suddenly said when his thoughts wrapped around everything that had happened.

The doctor didn’t answer him, which was enough of an answer. Despair spread through him, and all he wanted was to be tranquilized, too. To not feel any of it.

“Okay, as far as I am concerned, it looks as good as it could. Your eyes are slightly delayed, but that might be due to the distress of the past evening. Now, Mr. DeBarra,” she said, and he heard the seriousness in her voice.

His entire body became stiff in advance of bracing itself for the impact her words would have.

“When Mrs. Richardson came in earlier, she had lost several liters of blood due to a gunshot that ruptured the vena cava. When your team brought her in, she had no pulse, had to be revived with extended measures, and she bled internally, massively.”

She had a weak pulse, so that means⁠—

“We rushed her into surgery, and we were able to contain the rupture. However,” and the way the doctor said it, he knew where it would go.

“Complications arose. One of the complications was a very unstable heartbeat and several crashes. Another one appeared when we got the blood work back, showing high hGC levels.”

There it was again. The falling. The void. The nothingness.

“So, she was pregnant,” he croaked out.

“Yes, she was.”

“Was, as in⁠—“

“We found no viable heartbeat.”

“And she, is she—?” he asked, because it was all that mattered to him.

“We are waiting for her to wake up, which takes longer than it should, but her body went through massive trauma and she was several minutes without oxygen, so that she might need a bit more time.”

“What are the chances?” he asked, while trying not to lose sight of the room surrounding him.

“I cannot say, Mr. DeBarra, every case is unique. But it is not unlikely, yet every day going by without change could be a sign for irrevocable damage.”

Her hand touched his arm, grounding his falling.

“Now is not the time to give up, Mr. DeBarra. We will talk if the time comes.”

She said if, not when.

“If you wish, we can take you to see her,” said the nurse, and added knowingly, “In a wheelchair.”

He only nodded.

“Also, regarding your wife,” said the doctor, gladly without any judgment in her tone. “She showed severe symptoms of PTSD. We tranquilized her because she started to self-harm. When she wakes up, I believe she should be with a known face, unless anything has changed?”

“No, nothing changed,” he said. “It’s alright. She is Emma’s sister. It was her dying that triggered it.”

Gods, how fucked up it sounds telling the story to others, he thought when he met the doctor’s eye, who apparently read his mind.

“I am not here to judge, Mr. DeBarra. Also, to calm your mind, we do get the news, and gossip travels fast.”

Wonderful, he thought, but this would be a topic for another day, so he simply nodded.

“We’ll take you to see Mrs. Richardson now.”

He hated being pushed around in a wheelchair, but when he saw her, none of it mattered.

“Oh gods,” he whispered when he grasped her hand. “You need to fight, ma belle,” he told her as words he did not recognize came from his mouth. Words that spoke from a place where nothing else mattered than this human he loved with every cell of his body.

As he saw her lying there, so peacefully, so calm, in this moment, he realized what mattered for the first time and how stupid he had been.

So fucking stupid.

He finally understood life wasn’t about controlling others. No. Life was about being with others. It’s the connection you share. The moments lived together.

Neither money nor power could bring her back. Possessing everything meant in the end nothing without her.

He grasped her lifeless hand and kissed it.

“You have to live, ma belle. You have to.”
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EDWARDS
PLAYLIST: I HOLD YOU - CLANN


A throbbing pain shot from his fist into his arm when his knuckles met the hard stone.

How could you be so fucking stupid and save me! he roared in his mind at the woman he was ordered to protect at all costs. The one now lying in a hospital, not waking up, with the man he loved, who is going entirely off the rails. The man, who would hate him forever for living.

Rain washed over his face as the storm raged not only in him, but also outside as if the clouds knew he would die if the sun would shine. He wanted to escape his body, escape his life, because after all those years, he was where he had even hoped to die, so that the suffering would be over while he gave his life for the love he could not have. Like in an epic movie, the hero saving the world.

Only he didn’t. He was alive and caught in the hell he had been in for his entire life.

Of course, there had been times when things had been slightly better, but those moments could be counted on two hands. Partly, he blamed his parents for it, because, after all those years, they still haunted him in his sleep. Maybe it was this fact why he initially fell for Deis, because they shared the same past, the same pain. He could relate; he understood. In his own way, but they were able to talk about all those things that had to be sucked up and swallowed down for decades. Because feelings had no place where they came from.

Yet, they were there. And right now, he wished he hadn’t any. Or he’d still be able to suck them up as the powerlessness and fear ate his insides, threatening to drown him in an ocean of hopelessness.

His clothes were soaked wet from the rain pelting down when he leaned against the red-bricked wall between two houses. Here, hidden in the darkness, between garbage and puddles of mud and dirt, he sank to the ground.

“How could you do that, Em?” he whispered while his head fell back against the wall and thick raindrops hit his face. “You needed to live; you needed to fucking live.” Not for me. But for him. Because otherwise he’ll blame me for it forever. 

The grumbling thunder ate his words like the despair in his soul, evaporating everything in a lightning strike, destroying whatever came in its way.

He closed his eyes.

Maybe, he could just evaporate, too.

His hand wandered to the gun in his holster.

Yes.

It was the only solution.

The solution he had fought with his entire life, again and again and again.

Now, it was time.

There was nothing left.

He had lost in all ways possible. Him. Her. Failed orders. And the respect for himself.

He could not go on with a life like this.

The work with Deis had given him purpose, but now everything was lost. Because Deis would condemn him as long as he lived and probably beyond. 

He held the gun to his head.

He simply had to pull the trigger.

One infinitesimal movement with his finger, and it’ll all be over.

Cars rushed past his gap between the houses with people who would all go on with their lives.

Just fucking do it, the voice in his mind told him.

No one fucking cares.

It’ll all be over in the blink of an eye.

It’ll be a relief.

It’ll be freedom.

Pull it, now! roared the voice at him.

But he couldn’t.

His hand shaking, he pressed the gun so hard into his temple.

But he could not.

Not even dying.

Adding to the list of all the things he was incapable of.

His body fell into exhaustion as he rested his head on his arms and knees, trying to forget what a failure he was.

Unable to distinguish the time that had passed, his body felt like ice when a hand brushed over his and pulled the gun from his hand.

He knew it from the first touch who it was, and it was the last person he wanted to see, because it was the one person he could never look in the eyes again, the one person who would hate him forever.

He did not even care to lift his head. He didn’t want to see the reproachful look, disgusted by seeing him breathe; he didn’t want to be just another failure. The one who never was enough, never did enough.

“Look at me,” he demanded.

But he could not; too great was the pain, the fear of what would come.

“I said look at me,” he repeated again in a harsh, demanding tone.

But he still could not. He wanted not to exist, to dissolve into water himself, floating away and evaporating into the ground like he had never been here.

Why don’t you just kill me?

But he did not fulfill his wish. Instead, he grasped his arm. He was so close. Even through the rain, he could feel his body right in front of him.

“Ed, please,” said he now, in a tone that was so soft, even…caring. A tone that made him curious.

He moved his head slightly up, awaiting to be executed by the gaze alone. 

Only he wasn’t.

Instead, two hands grasped his face. Two hands of the man he loved, but hated everything about it.

“We had a deal,” said Deis, whose hair soaked through as much as the hoodie he wore.

Yes, we had. But what does it matter now? he told him in his mind and closed his eyes. Like I said, I am a failure.

“And you will keep that deal,” Deis told him, still holding his face tight.

“For what?” came from his mouth. “So you can hate me forever?”

“No,” said Deis so calmly. “So you can use the time she gifted you.”

He opened his eyes. Rain pelted onto his lashes immediately, and he blinked into the eyes he could get lost in.

There was no reproachful gaze in them. No disgust. No hate. No pity. There was only one thing. One thing he could not even grasp, because it could not be.

“Why, Deis, why?”

Deis did not answer immediately. And while he watched, his brow furrowed in a visible struggle, he still didn’t let go of his cupped, almost squeezed face, until Deis suddenly let go of him like he had been electrocuted.

“Fuck!” roared Deis, silenced by a thunder rolling through the clouds above them, while he got up and turned his back to him. But he could not let it go, not now.

“Why?” he asked now in a forceful tone, demanding the answer, while equally getting up. He would not let him get away now.

“Deis!” he shouted, and when he still didn’t react, he grasped his shoulder. “Why?!”

Deis rounded on him. He hit his arm away the moment he turned to remove the hand from his shoulder, and then, in one single movement, he was pushed backwards into the wall. Deis stood in front of him with his chest heaving up and down, while fighting a fight in him.

Raindrops pelted continuously down on them, and while the world around them rushed past in the typical Manhattan kind of way, their time stood still. And in this single frozen moment, Deis took one step towards him. He was so close. So close, his body longed for the touch until it finally came.

Deis’ hand grasped his neck, a shudder rushing through his body. Because of all the moments they had touched, this was something else. This was a connection pulsating through his skin with a force he hadn’t experienced before. With it, he pulled himself closer to where he stood with his back against the wall. It was a whisper, becoming a force meeting his ear.

“You are fucking important, that is why.”

But it was only a whisper.

A whisper told in secret.

A whisper that wasn’t enough.

His body fell the moment, because he wanted more. So much fucking more. While knowing it would never be.

And with it, he was back to square one.

To falling.

To evaporating.

To escaping reality.

Until, suddenly, reality grounded him as wet lips met his. Equally wet hands grasping his face, pulling him into the presence he so longed for, disrupting his entire being.

He wanted to be consumed by it.

And yet, he couldn’t let it happen.

Because in just a couple of seconds, it’d all be gone.

The past.

And everything would go back to normal.

Where they had both made a deal, chaining them to each other in their duty to each other.

A duty that would never be enough. Because a duty meant nothing without the liberating devotion to each other.

His mind slipped from the moment as much as the hand touching his face, and just like that, he walked away. Ignoring the shouted name trailing after him. Ignoring the grasp of his shoulder. He just walked. Away. Away from it all. He had to. Because after all those years, it would destroy him. It already did.

Leaving, after all that had happened, wasn’t hard. Because when there is nothing left, there is nothing to miss. Nothing to look back too. Nothing to lose.

It was almost freeing.

Liberating.

And then he was pulled back. While he turned, a fist landed full on in his face.

“Gods, you fucking idiot!” he shouted at Deis, while he coughed out the pain and bent down a bit.

“You don’t walk away,” shouted Deis back at him.

Go fuck yourself!! He cursed back, while anger spread through his system. And with the anger came force. Force, he had to place somewhere.

“I should have walked away years ago, you fucking coward!” he roared while he rounded on Deis and hit his fist into his face.

Deis immediately reacted. He was pushed back with an enormous force. It was almost a relief feeling the pain of the hard metal of a parked car against his back. The alarm sound trailed very, very far away into his ears, because the moment the pain had soared through his back, there had been only one thing. A triggered reaction, the one he had been trained to have his entire life. One to act.

He pushed him off with such a force that Deis fell backwards, and before he could react much, his fist landed in his face again. And again. All the anger, all the hate in his body transformed into every single punch.

Only Deis wasn’t one to give up.

He ducked away and attacked him with a shoulder to his stomach, pushing him into the wall behind him, while he tried to get a grip on Deis. His head hit hard into the bricks.

A forearm pressed against his throat, while his throbbing head burned. But it did not matter. Heavy raindrops hit his face, and there were voices, voices he did not care about. Because Deis, whose hair was soaking wet as his own, did something he did not anticipate.

A metallic taste spread through his mouth when those soft lips he so desired met his. In the middle of Manhattan. Openly. Visibly.

“Deis,” he whispered against his lips, because realization hit him in fearful realization of what they just did.

Because people were watching.

People would know.

People would talk.

“Deis,” he whispered again, still understanding what just happened. Deis leaned slightly back and removed his arm from his throat. He was staring into nothingness before he closed his eyes. And while he could see Deis was asking himself what the fuck he just did, he did the same. Because after all those years of longing for the openness, experiencing it was an entirely different thing. He had always been in the shadows, and so had been his desires.

Now, everything would change.

And it would be a blatant lie if he’d acknowledge he liked nothing about it.

Instead of finally feeling the sweet sensation of happiness flooding through him, he had waited for so long that it left him wondering how something he had longed for so many years could feel so fucking wrong.

“Ed,” whispered Deis, only audible to him, while he had brought up a hand to hide his eyes from view, looking for a man who had been defeated. But what followed brought him back to his senses immediately. Because the words coming from Deis’ mouth were only a slur.

“Cawann’t cseeee,” he said, and collapsed into him the very second.

Fuck. FUCK. FUCK!!

And only then he realized, he had just beaten a man with a severe concussion and a brain bleed.

I am such a fucking idiot, he told himself while he lifted Deis onto his shoulder and carried him inside. Acting was the only thing he could do now.

He put all his power into rushing Deis back into the hospital. People buzzed around him within seconds, and Deis was lifted from his shoulder onto a gurney. While he was watching a team of people doing all sorts of things, someone pulled up Deis’ eye and shouted, “blown pupil,” and suddenly things got messy.

His eyes were fixed on the lifeless face while a doctor drilled a hole in his head in the middle of the trauma bay, and it was then that he realized that he might have killed not only her, but him, too.
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JAZ
PLAYLIST: WALKING BLIND – AIDAN HAWKEN


What played out in front of her eyes was nothing she hadn’t seen before, medically speaking. She was used to blood, and she didn’t care. But the way Ed stared at what the medical team did to Deis confirmed something she had suspected ages ago but had never gotten any confirmation. Now she did. Because the look in Ed’s eyes was one rooted in the depths of many deep feelings.

If she had picked anyone for being gay, Ed would’ve been the last. Because that man was anything but cliché, confirming once more that queerness is not a choice. What was a choice, though, was the line of work, and usually in Ed’s line of work, not many people were gay. At least not openly.

“Shit!” shouted the doctor as blood poured from the drill hole in his head. It was safe to say that when a doctor said shit, it was never good.

“Okay, we’re going in blind. Let’s get into the OR, rest there,” said the doctor and threw away what she was holding.

Deis was rushed off to the OR, and what was left was an empty room with blood everywhere, used towels and gauges filled with blood on the floor, and overall, an iron scent permeated her nose.

“Ed,” she said, while she grasped his shoulder. “Come.”

But he did not react. He simply stood there and stared at the bloody mess on the floor. She could count one plus one, and from the looks, Deis and Ed have been in a fight. They both had been soaking wet. Ed’s right eye had a major cut with blood running from it, his brow area was swollen and colored in all shades of violet and blue.

“Come,” she said now more fiercely. “There’s nothing you can do now.”

At that moment, Ed turned his head and stared into hers, and she could only then see the full degree of horror in his eyes. Just for a brief second, and then it was gone. Replaced by emptiness.

“Let’s take a walk,” she then said with a tilt of her head towards the door, without commenting on what she had just witnessed. People like Ed have learned to store away their emotions, which was generally a very, very bad idea.

They walked together through the hospital’s corridor, turned right, and led to the stairs, which they followed down. She directed them to a back entrance because it appeared there was some space and privacy needed.

The rain outside was a fresh welcome to the despair inside. She could not tell why she loved rain so much, but it was like every drop told her she was alive. It was the simple sensation of a raindrop touching her skin that told her she was still feeling. Still breathing. Still alive. And maybe Ed needed the same reminder right now.

They did not talk the entire walk until they reached the Hudson River. There, they leaned against the railing next to each other.

“The most painful thing I did in my life was falling for a straight girl,” she then said carefully while staring at the rain-blurred lights on the other side of the river.

Ed did not look at her, but let his head fall while leaning with his forearms on the railing.

“I don’t think he is straight,” said Ed in a sad voice. “He appears straight because it gives him control.”

It was a sentence she had to let sit for a moment. Because whatever she had prepared in her mind to hear, that wasn’t it. She knew Deis was a control freak who engineered the outcomes to his desire, but after all the sex and parties she had witnessed, she had been reasonably sure he was straight from the bottom of his controlling heart. Not to forget the connection he undoubtedly shared with Emma.

“He can be both, you know,” she said softly.

“Won’t matter anyway,” said Ed in a painful voice. “Because I am certain he won’t survive that. And if so, he’ll kill me afterwards.”

“What for?”

“Pushing him. People saw. It’ll be the hottest gossip online.”

“And?”

“And?!” burst Ed out and pushed himself off the railing to rise to full size. “And he will condemn me for it. Have you forgotten what he’s like? How obsessed he is with her? How I failed them both? How he does not allow failure?”

The words poured from his mouth while he walked up and down in front of her, until his fist landed in a streetlight a couple of yards from where she was standing.

“Ed,” she began. “You overestimate his desire for control, and you underestimate Emma entirely. It’s like you think only in black and white, which is something you were trained to do, but life, humans, are usually not black and white at all. They are nuanced. They are multifaceted. Humans are so many things, and Deis and Emma are inherently human.”

“It doesn’t matter what they are, because they will both be dead, and it’ll all be my fucking fault.”

“No, it won’t,” she said while watching Ed pacing in front of her. “They both made a decision. It wasn’t your doing. It was theirs. Their decision.”

“But why would they do that? Why would she save me? How could she be so fucking stupid?” roared Ed. “And he, why now? Why that way? Why?”

She hadn’t talked to Ed like that ever before, but never before had they been in a situation like that. They had worked together for many years now. She had seen it all and heard it all, and Ed had always been, while humorous, so distant, cold, and untouchable, just like Deis. And it now dawned on her, it all had been a role. Because beneath the hard surface was a human with a lot of emotions.

“You are worth saving,” she said.

Ed stopped in his tracks and stared at her with a reproachful glance in his eyes for just a second, before he broke the gaze and leaned back to her next onto the railing.

“Am I?” he asked.

Somehow, it was wild hearing Ed, of all people, issue the question.

And then it was not. Because it was always the ones you least expected it from. The ones who hide it behind their strength, somewhere stored deep down, concealed behind a carefully curated protective wall. Until the wall was demolished and stomped into the ground. And Ed, who had always given everything to Deis, serving him with his life, did so, because it was all he had.

“Feeling worth through someone else’s words doesn’t stop the pain, Ed,” she said and paused while she pushed herself off the railing and rested one hand briefly on his shoulder. “Knowing does.”

And with it, she walked off into the night, because it was something Ed had to figure out for himself. Worth was something he had to find in himself, not in another person. It had been a lesson she had learned the hard way many years ago. 
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She had been walking mindlessly through the pelting rain because somehow Ed’s words stuck with her more than she liked. It was like a ghost of the past visited her, bringing back a time of her life that had been not only the most challenging, but also the most horrific. And like all dutiful ghosts, they happen to make an appearance whenever they almost seem out of reach.

She found herself standing in front of the Rockefeller Center, and it might have been the first time she recognized where she had been walking. Somehow, it always brought her back here.

The building with the platform she had stood on on November 3rd in 2009, breathing in for the first time the air that had saved her from drowning. It hadn’t been a breath of freedom, because the pain would always be hers, but it had been one without the fear. The omnipresent fear that had not only accompanied her since her childhood, but had almost killed her.

With a deep breath, she closed her eyes. Somehow, it was still the same air. The same rain pelting down on her skin. The same shit going on. And yet, it was different. Because years of hunting abusive shadows had lifted the weight of despair from her chest.

Maybe that had been the reason why she had ultimately helped Emma and therefore betrayed her employer to a certain degree. Although Deis has become so much more than an employer over the years. He had been a source of comforting words, a constant, a sparring partner, and a loyal friend.

Now, they both might die.

They were so close. So close to uncovering the truth. So close to finding what had been vanished. And now, they might never do. There were so many unfinished businesses, so many open ends.

You both have to live. You have to. We have to end what we started. I need to finish it. For my family. For my sisters. For all of those to come.

She let her head fall back so the rain hit her face directly in an almost painful way.

Cars rushed past her, and the sound of the water squeezed aside by the tires underlined the almost epic moment.

The rain gave her clarity.

Right now was not the time to give up or get lost. Right now was the time to believe and keep going. To get done, what had to be done.
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RILEY
PLAYLIST: SANCTURARY – WESHLEY ARMS


Through the window of the cold, clean room, the horizon broke up the everlasting rain and gave a glimpse of a beautiful morning ahead as an orange band of a rising sun announced the arrival of a new day. Meanwhile, the continuous beeping of the monitor next to her told her at least one thing: She wasn’t dead.

She wasn’t truly alive either, but it didn’t matter right now.

Miracles happen every day, right?

While her mind was preoccupied with rehearsing what had happened, she felt glued to the chair a cute nurse had gotten her.

“I need you to come with me,” said a voice she only knew so well, while the soft hands belonging to the voice touched her arm.

“Where are we going?” she asked, because while her mind was active, her body was exhausted, and she wanted to stay exactly where she was. Not for herself, but for Emma.

She glanced questioningly into Jaz’s eyes, who stared intensely back at her. And if it had been anyone else, she would have just stayed where she was, but it was Jaz. So, she let herself be dragged out of the private ICU.

Jaz pulled her by the hand through the corridor leading to the elevators, which they took down. She did not press Jaz to tell her what she was up to. They knew each other too long for her not to recognize that Jaz was up to something. And by up to something she meant something that was highly secretive, apparently, and probably had to be either something no one else in the team could know or something that would leave a trail of dead bodies behind them, probably both.

Jaz navigated her to the side exit of the building, and when she stepped outside, rain immediately hit her face with a gust of wind.

Wonderful, she thought, but had already expected it, as Jaz was already dripping wet.

They walked three blocks until Jaz pulled her into a space between two houses.

“You remember what you told me when we met, and you showed me The Distillery?” asked Jaz, and pushed her by the shoulders back into the wall.

“Of course I do,” she said, while it slowly grew on her how serious Jaz was. She could see it in her raindrop-framed eyes. It rained so heavily, rain trailed down her face, and while she wanted nothing more than to kiss Jaz right now, she also knew this wasn’t a moment for any affectionate or desirous actions.

“Say it again.”

“You wanted my word. I give you a promise. A promise to ride with you wherever life will take us. To always be honest with you, to love and respect you, whatever happens,” she repeated the words that had been imprinted in her mind the moment she had said them all those years ago.

“Does it still stand?” asked Jaz breathlessly while her eyes x-rayed her just like back then.

“Babe,” she said and grasped her face with one hand, “A promise is a promise. Whatever it is you have to do, I’ll ride with you. Just tell me who you wanna go after, and I’ll be by your side. You know that.”

“I needed to hear it,” said Jaz, and a moment of silence followed, where Jaz leaned into the touch on her cheek with her eyes closed. “Because I wanna go after Sam. It is the only thing we can do as of right now. And I need to do something. He is the one who handled Deis for Majorie. He is the one who enabled all of this.”

A shudder ran through her body. One that had nothing to do with the rain and coldness outside, but one that told her it was the right thing to do.

“Okay,” she said and asked, totally unconcerned, “What’s the plan?”

That moment, Jaz’s lips crashed on hers. And between two kisses, she said, “Gods, I love you for being who you are.”

It was a kiss they hadn’t shared for a while, because while they loved each other dearly, it had never been something exclusive, nor official. Not only because of the nature of their employment, but also because what they shared was something without a label, something outside of what normal people understood.

It felt phenomenally good to have something to do. Something to act on. Especially after all the sitting around while being in the unknown. The path they now went down was unknown, too, but at least it was a path they both knew to walk.

“So, Deis had me comb through every last byte of data I could get,” Jaz told her while they sat in the highly secured room in Jaz’s apartment. She hadn’t been here for a long time, and it was strangely nice that it looked exactly the same. While she herself was unable to find two matching socks, Jaz was much more organized–something she envied every day. Where she herself craved novelty, Jaz craved steadiness. They couldn’t be any more different, and yet their connection was undeniable there. It had been all those years ago, and though they never could be together, it was never tainted.

“And what I found,” said Jaz slightly louder, apparently knowing her mind had wandered off. “Is that certain files were deleted, rearranged, and most of all, I have every transmission ever going out of the HQ.”

“In other words, you did your magic,” she said with a chuckle and fully focused on Jaz. “Sorry, went down memory lane.”

“I saw that,” said Jaz with a chuckle. “But I need you to focus. We can reminisce tomorrow and every day after.”

“Okay, deal,” she said. “So, what did you find?”

“Sam was very thorough, and I am fairly certain he might expect someone to find out the truth. So, to lure him out, we need to gain his trust, especially after what happened yesterday.”

She eyed Jaz for a moment and opened her laptop in the meantime, where she logged into a system copy she had made back then of the Ramesès system.

“Ri,” said Jaz, slightly annoyed, apparently drifting off again.

“Or we could bang down his door,” she then said, and turned her laptop to show her a live cam of Sam’s living room. “And kill him with a single shot.”

“How the hell did you get that?” asked Jaz incredulously and pulled the laptop closer.

“It’s the system I showed you. They had developed a mega-rodent to use on every target and apparently on all their people. I always thought they had Sam because it was a target, but here we are.”

“As much as I love the idea, I think we should make him talk first,” said Jaz with a chuckle. “He must be head deep into the network, and if we have him, we might get Majorie, too.”

“Sounds reasonable. You know I’m more of an act first, think later girl.”

Jaz’s full laugh echoed through the room, and she could not help but grin. She loved her laugh; she always would.

“Let’s do it my way this time,” said Jaz, implying it meant prior proper planning.

“We can always switch to my style,” she answered with a chuckle, “so, what’s your angle?”

“It all depends on whether he shows up at HQ tomorrow or not. If he does, I’ll take him on there, and you’ll help me with interrogating him. If he won’t, we’ll have to lure him out under a pretence.”

“But what pretence is there if he doesn’t show for his work. He’ll know we know.”

“What if it’s not us to lure him out but—“ said Jaz with her voice trailing off.

“But what?” she asked as Jaz focused her eyes on the monitor.

“Don’t you think it highly strange for a man being that active in the middle of the night?” asked Jaz and turned the laptop, only to show her Sam buzzing around, apparently searching stuff together.

“He’s preparing to vanish,” she stated as she saw what Sam was doing.

She watched for another moment and then looked at Jaz with a knowing look.

“Okay, okay. Your way it is. But no killing. I want him to sing like a bird, and when Deis makes it, he will be the one to end it.”

“If he makes it,” she said and got up. “But deal, let’s gear up then.”

Ten minutes later, they were on their way to Sam’s house. Jaz was driving while she monitored Sam through the cameras in his house, not at last through his phone camera. At least the one he had lying around, not the one he was making constant calls with.

“He’s making the sixth call on that burner now,” she told Jaz. “Too bad we don’t have audio.”

“We’ll hear him talk enough. If we’re close enough, we might be able to catch the transmission.”

“I really want to hear it. He looks quite agitated. I’m recoding it all, just in case. Maybe we can have the bits and pieces where his mouth shows analyzed later.”

At that moment, he stopped dead in his tracks and glanced into the camera through which they were watching him.

“Fuck,” she said.

“Fuck what?” asked Jaz pressingly.

“He knows. He fucking knows,” she said as she turned the display to show the last image of Sam glaring into the camera before it went dark.

“But how?” asked Jaz.

“They must have warned him. Maybe they know we’re watching?”

“But you have a copy. To know we are watching, they’d have to monitor the transmission traffic on every one of his devices, and it would be really hard to catch even then,” thought Jaz out loud.

Whatever it was, they would find out soon, because camera surveillance or not, the good thing was, they were only a couple of seconds out. Sam’s house wasn’t far from where Jaz lived, and when their car rolled into the street to park with enough distance not to draw attention, it was precisely the right time.

They had just turned off the motor when a hooded person, probably Sam, walked out of the building and closed the door to the beautiful brownstone behind him. And it was exactly that moment a bullet landed in that person’s head. The body collapsed and rolled down the steps leading to the brownstone.

They did not flinch. They had both seen so many people get murdered at this point, not to forget many of them being murdered by themselves; it just didn’t matter anymore. At least as long as the person was an asshole who deserved it.

Both their trained eyes immediately looked for the shooter, but it was dark and rainy, and nearly impossible to see where exactly the shot had been fired. From a distance, it was a guess based on the way she saw the blood splatter, which suggested it had been from the same height. This would mean it came from one of the brownstones opposite, but there was nothing to see.

“They eliminated him,” whispered Jaz, “because they knew we knew.”

It was all that had to be said. They had all been used. By a single person. Majorie De Montreuil. Emma’s grandmother. And she had to be stopped, whatever the cost.

You fucking monster, she told Majorie in her mind. Because she knew only so well how easy and with what force she came after those she deemed to discard, she had only just recovered herself from Majorie’s attempt to eliminate her. Her painful chest and still-hurting shoulder reminded her every day of the attack when she wanted to meet with Emma to show her what she had been working on.

“Let’s not play that game with her tonight,” she said to Jaz. “It’s too risky getting out there. This is what she wants. It’s a provocation.”

“I know it is. I am just thinking, if they knew we’re there, we might see them vice versa.”

“Yeah, we might,” she answered stupidly. But that’s your area of excellence.”

“Indeed it is,” said Jaz, lost in thought, and started the motor. “Let’s get back to HQ, but let’s take a detour, I don’t wanna be followed.”

And right this moment, it dawned on her that by not planning, they might have drawn a target onto them. One of the women who tried to murder both of them for the first time years ago, simply to prove a point.

“We should’ve gone with the planning,” she said silently as Jaz turned the car and drove back to where they came from. It was that moment: a bright light rushed towards her too fast, and there was no way to evade it.

We definitely should have, was the last thing she thought as their car spun through the air and everything went black.
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DEL
PLAYLIST: I’M A MAN – BLACK STROBE


Fucking stop! she shouted internally. I can’t fucking do it anymore.

The light above her flickered in such a nasty non-rhythm she wanted nothing more than to smash it, crash it, destroy it, with the force that might shoot a plane from the sky. But here she was, stuck in a body that could still think and get enraged while being medicated. She would have given everything, and by everything she meant her entire possession, including her life, not to think, feel, and exist.

But here she was. Existing. Feeling. Thinking. Because her fucking mind couldn’t shut the fuck up. Because of all the fucking feelings. Because of her fucking existence.

She closed her eyes. But even with her eyes closed, the flickering neon light above her haunted her, so she opened them again and flashed them at the light, as if it would be of any help.

If only moving wouldn’t be such an exhausting ordeal.

She scrambled all the will she had left, which wasn’t much, and expressed it in a forceful attempt to free herself–or at least have people release her.

Her wild screaming made a nurse appear, and it was exactly what she wanted. She was by now done with talking, pleading, and ordering them to do what she wanted. They all thought she would go back to the state she had been in after the day it happened, but that had been a moment of weakness she would never revisit. She had been through so much worse; losing a sister she didn’t even know she had a couple of months back would not add to that list.

“Mrs. DeBarra,” said the nurse while touching her arm to calm her down.

The nurse glanced at her monitor for just a second, and it was her chance. With one trained, quick movement, she removed her arm from under the nurse’s hand and grasped it. Not just anywhere, but his thumb and pushed it up and ack with all the force she had left.

A groaning sound left the nurse’s throat, and while he bent slightly down, she took her chance. Because her legs hadn’t been fixed, she flipped them up and took the nurse into a headlock with them up to the point of air scarcity.

“Remove the restraints on my wrists right now, or heaven forbid, I will kill you,” she told him, pushing her legs even closer, while the nurse tried desperately to save his head from the pressure.

“Do it, now!” she roared at him, who by now had a red, swollen face.

Finally, he began to fumble.

When the first restraint was open, she let go of him and kicked him in the chest to buy herself some time.

“I give you a piece of advice,” she said while opening the second restraint in her other arm herself, “don’t call it in. I have taken on many more people with much less equipment.”

“Mrs. DeBarra,” began the nurse who gasped for air on the floor. “All of it is for your own protection.”

“I can very well protect myself,” she said and added with an arrogant tone in her voice, “You are compensated for doing what I say, not what you think is right, remember that.” And while she turned to leave, she saw the flickering of the light and could not keep restrain herself. She took the IV holder next to her and hit it full force into the lamp on the ceiling.

Such a satisfying thing to do, she thought when she let it fall with loud clattering on the floor and left. She would not spend one more second in this fucking hospital. What she needed was to murder someone. Preferably, all the guests at that fucking masquerade ball.

Or the fucking paps, she thought when she saw how many of them lingered in front of the building’s main entrance.

With a groan, she decided to take one of the back and side exits, because murdering people in broad daylight was not the best idea. 

She stepped outside into the busy street. Cars rushing past. People talking. There was a construction site opposite, and everything was so fucking loud.

Suddenly, a loud banging sound of huge rocks being thrown down into a dumpster resonated through her head, and everything in her zoomed out. Coldness spread through her body while her head felt like it was about to burst from the heat. Sweat appeared on her forehead.

Fuck.

And just that moment, she wasn’t in the hospital. It wasn’t day anymore. But night. A shot. And there was Emma, dead in Deis’ arms. Blood dripping from her body.

“No,” she breathed out. And all she could do was run, because there were no thoughts anymore. There were only images overwhelming her.

When she became conscious of her body and self again, she found herself rocking herself in a dark room that smelled like dead rats and pee. She had no clue where she was or how she had gotten here.

“I’m here,” said a voice that immediately soothed her, and when the familiar hand wandered onto her back to lean on her, she became of her body again. “Next time, take your phone, will you?” added Rae with a chuckle, and it was exactly what she needed, although she didn’t answer. She simply wanted to feel what she felt right now.

“Come,” said Rae, and pulled her close while sitting behind her. In all these years, Rae had been the only constant, the only human she ever trusted and was able to let in, to a certain degree at least.

It was so peaceful to lie on Rae’s chest and listen to the heartbeat.

“Gods, this stinks,” she finally said after endless time had passed and her body, as much as her mind, was able to grasp the world around her again.

“I thought you’d never realize,” said Rae and chuckled. “Let’s get outta here, shall we?” stated Rae more than asked and kissed her forehead.

“Where are we?” she asked when they walked through a corridor she had never seen before.

“You never made it out of the hospital. It’s a secret corridor in case a patient needs a quick getaway. Security tracked you, and after the–ehm–small incident, they informed me.”

It was always so good talking to Rae, because whatever it was with Rae, it was never strange or had an aftermath. Things just were as they were. No guessing. No judging. No embarrassment.

“I could have gone outside,” she said silently. “There was—“ but she broke off. Denial was what worked best.

“Did they tell you what happened to her?” asked Rae, and she could feel immediately how her heart began to pound heavily in her chest.

She couldn’t even say it and just shook her head, while her shoulders pulled back fast without her conscious steering. Because the thought alone was something she had to shake off immediately.

“The car is waiting for you,” said Rae. “But there’s something you have to see.”

Rae stirred her to the ICU, where they were led in, not without a side-eye towards her, but Rae suffocated it with a glance alone.

They walked through the corridor with ceiling-high glass windows to the sides until they reached the last room to the right.

There, she just stood in front of the door, staring. Staring at a body. Intubated. Monitors everywhere.

“She died several times, but as of right now, she is alive. Not breathing on her own, but not gone either,” Rae told her.

But what she saw there wasn’t Emma. That wasn’t her sister. That was a lifeless shell kept alive by machines.

“Del,” said Rae, and put a hand on her back to ground her. “Talk to her.”

“I don’t talk to a soulless body,” she scuffed and tried to turn.

“Try it, once.”

She rolled her eyes because there was nothing she wanted to do less than what Rae suggested. As if it would change anything. So she walked away.

“Delilah Anne DeBarra,” called Rae after her, and it made her stop in her tracks, only to turn with anger nagging on her insides. Because Rae knew very well that calling her like this was out of bounds, except for a single thing.

“You will move your stubborn butt in there, or I will kick it in there,” said Rae and pointed towards the door.

“So, this is it,” she asked Rae, annoyed and in total disgrace when she passed her. “This is what you use it for?”

“It is indeed,” answered Rae, watching her walk into the room. Because calling each other the full name once in their entire lifetime had been a promise made for whenever one of them was absolutely fucking stupid and went down a path that’d lead to nowhere.

She stood next to the bed, unsure of what to do. She didn’t want to talk to her. She didn’t want to speak at all, let alone to her dead sister’s body. So, she just stood there.

Time passed.

And while it did get awkward at first, she somehow calmed down. The constant, regular beeping of the heart monitor was weirdly calming.

More time passed until she finally sat down on a chair in the corner. Sitting here alone brought back the memories she wanted to forget.

“What a fucking mess you made,” she finally cursed at her. It was the only thing she could do right now. Curse. Rant. Give the anger room.

“I was supposed to kill him. You took that from me. And now you haunt me through Rae. Gods, I hate you so much right now. None of it would’ve happened if⁠—“

There it had been. A single irregular beat, until it all went back to normal.

Coincidence. Arrhythmias happen.

“Do you know Rae even pulled the once-in-a-lifetime card for you? One chance. One. And Rae used it on you. So that I can talk to you like this. So fucking stupid!”

Beep-beep. There it was again. This can’t be.

To prove her point, she stayed silent. And Emma’s heart did beat in exactly the same rhythm.

“Are you kidding me?” she finally burst out. “I thought you were fucking dead, and here you are messing with me through irregular heartbeats?”

Beep-beep.

She could not believe her eyes and ears, so she spun round to see if Rae was still there, but she was alone. Alone with her sister, who was somehow not entirely dead.

“Can you hear me? Understand me?” she asked like an idiot child if aliens were there.

But no irregular heartbeat came.

Told you so, coincidence, said a voice in her. But was it really?

“I almost killed a nurse today,” she told her out of the blue because she had no fucking clue what to tell her. “They restrained me, and there was this annoying light on the ceiling. You would have understood me. It just⁠—“

Beep-beep.

At this point, she just kept talking. Because whatever it was or was not, it felt weirdly good just to talk. She talked about her day and what had happened, asked questions she might never have answered, and when those topics were empty, she touched the deep stuff.

“At least, that’s how I knew Rae was not The One, because all this The One talk is just fucking stupid. It’s not about finding this one person, but choosing one person. One I honor and respect more than myself. Using the deadname card,” she said, and the moment it had come over her lips, she hid her mouth with her hand.

Fuck. How could I let it slip? But then she saw how perfect it was. Because her sister wouldn’t hear a fucking thing, nor remember it.

Her hands became sweaty, and she got up to walk around.

“I wanted to kill our father. I had to. Because before I’d send that bullet into his head, I wanted him to tell him who I really am, and now I can’t.”

Beep-beep.

“You need to live, sis. So, I can kick your ass for taking that from me.”

Suddenly, she flinched because a fucking hand grasped his. And when she opened her eyes, it was Emma, grasping weakly for it.
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: IT’S GONNA GET BETTER - SAM MARTIN


Everything was heavy. Her body, or what had to be her body, felt like being dragged down into the ocean. Like she was drowning while still being able to breathe. And when someone finally removed the tube, it was the worst sensation ever.

She could not properly see who that someone was, because her vision was blurry and her eyes, like everything else, felt dry. Her throat hurt so much that a single swallow made her whimper, because it was as if a sword was stuffed down her throat.

There were words she wanted to say that didn’t come because it was too painful. And while all of it felt like a reason to panic, it wasn’t. Because there was a touch on her hand. More of a very hard squeeze than a touch, but it was there. Belonging to her sister.

Bits and pieces of memories flooded back into her mind of what had happened.

So, they made it out alive.

And a huge relief spread through her. Overwhelming relief that caused tears to run from her eyes. It had all worked out.

And while the tears just flooded, her vision became slightly better, and she recognized a nurse holding a cup with a straw for her.

The water running down her sore throat felt unbelievably good.

“Ugm,” formed into a word as she stopped, and swallowing felt like being stabbed again.

“Come again?”

But speaking was so fucking exhausting. Everything was. She wanted to sleep.

“Emma! Talk to me!” shouted Del at her. “Form a fucking word.”

Let me fucking rest, she cursed at her sister’s voice.

“Mrs. DeBarra, please, give her time. Her body underwent massive trauma; she just regained consciousness. Please allow her some time,” said a voice that had to be a nurse.

“Fuck,” she croaked out, because it was the only word she could think of, because everything in her hurt like fucking shit.

Del started to cry, with hiccupping laughs of incredulity in it. “You’re alive,” she breathed out between two sobs.

“I am,” she answered with closed eyes because everything was so overwhelmingly much. “Better not kick my ass right now,” she said and squeezed Del’s hand slightly back.

“I will if you ever die again,” came Del’s retort with a very sob-shaken voice but a chuckle in it.

“Deal,” she said with a still very croaking voice and tried for a weak smile. Whatever had happened, none of it was there right now. None of it mattered. Except for this here. This mattered.

“Miss Richardson, the doctor is here, and she’d like to run some tests, so we can determine how to proceed. We’ll go slow, can you confirm you understand me?”

She nodded very slightly because her neck felt stiff, as if her body had not moved for a very long time. And while she was screened in any possible way, she thought about where she even was and what had happened.

Somehow, it was hard to hold a thought.

“How long?” she finally asked Del, who didn’t move from her side, until she absolutely had to, and then held her feet instead of her hand. It was like she clung to the last bit of her, just to make sure she wouldn’t die again.

“Miss Richardson, from what we see, it looks as good as it could. You are on a way to recovery. As your speech is fine, we’ll wait for the scans, and we’ll make a plan for your recovery tomorrow. Now, rest.”

She nodded and watched as the doctors and nurses left the room, and it became strangely silent after all the people had left.

“Del,” she finally said. “You can let go of me now, you heard the doctor. I’m fine.”

But Del didn’t let go. So she just let her hold her hand. Not for herself, but for Del. Because she, apparently, needed it.

Time passed, and while it was slightly weird, it also wasn’t. Maybe she even dozed off, she couldn’t tell. Maybe it was all a dream.

“Del?” she finally asked, and when she didn’t get an answer, she saw Del had fallen asleep.

I’m glad you are here, too, she told her in her mind.

And maybe this time was the first time she truly understood that she had a sister. A family. A real one. Who cared about her being alive.

There was a feeling threatening to rise in her, one that would undeniably surface again, but right now, for once, she stuffed it away. This moment was hers, and she would not let the hate for her grandmother ruin this moment, because she was allowed this one night of peace from the demons of her past.
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“Em,” whispered the voice behind her, causing a warm wave to spread through her body.

She leaned into his touch, which was as electrifying as it had ever been, but it was not it. It was the feeling of being home in a person floating through her chest. This feeling of being so unbelievably safe.

“Ma belle,” came his whisper again. And she turned to look him in the eyes, only to see his face covered in blood.

A scream resounded from her throat, and in that moment, he collapsed into her arms.

“Deis!!!! NOOOOOO!!!!”

Her eyes flung open.

Her entire body was sweaty, with a heart beating a thousand beats per minute.

“Em, what is it?” asked Del with fear in her eyes. It took her quite a moment to reconstruct what had happened, where she was, and what was going on, and when she finally understood, it had all been a dream.

“Deis, is he okay?” she asked with a rasping voice while swallowing painfully.

There was a long pause. A pause way too long, accompanied by a sigh, and fear spread through her, launching itself onto every one of her cells.

“Del, tell me his okay!” she asked with urgency, entirely ignoring the pain in her throat right now.

“I–I can’t,” said Del with a shaking voice and looked away. “Because he is not okay.”

And with it, Del got up and pulled back the curtain, so she could see through the glass door into the room opposite, where he lay in a bed. Intubated. Attached to several machines.

While she knew she should be shocked, she wasn’t.

“Please don’t freak,” said Del in a tone that was waiting for her to lash out.

“I won’t,” she said, lost in thought, because her mind tried to understand the absence of emotions and what that said about her. “He looks peaceful,” she added.

“Yeah, he does,” said Del, following her gaze. “Em, listen, I—“ began Del, but she interrupted her.

“It’s okay, we all did things we thought would be best,” she said.

“We did,” said Del, and a pause followed. “You fucking blew up Gotham Hall with our father in it.”

“I really did,” she said with a chuckle, and while she closed her eyes, memories came back. Memories of what she had done and why she had done it.

“You gotta tell me how you managed to pull that off.”

“With the help of one Riley Anderson and her extensive armory,” she said, and Del just chuckled.

“It’s all connected,” she then continued, while her eyes wandered in her mind through the room Riley had given her access to. One player was down. Many more were to come. “I got into that building we went to. It was all there. And I played our father.”

“You have The Secret, don’t you?” asked Del.

She opened her eyes again and stared directly into hers.

“I do,” she said silently. “And I am going to use it to kill my grandmother, along with everyone else on the list.”

“What list?” asked Delilah with a devilish grin appearing on her face.

“Give me my purse, will you?” she asked Del and pointed at the bag in the corner of the room where they had put her stuff in.

Del got up and pulled out the massive amount of dress, now ripped apart. It had been a fabulous dress. But now, filled with blood, it was like a visible reminder of what she had pulled off.

“Here,” said Del and handed her the little glitter purse with its wristband.

She took it and fumbled a folded piece of paper from it.

“This list,” she said and held it out to Del, who took it, unfolded it, and scanned the names on the list.

There was a long pause, during which Del stared at the list in silence, while only the rhythmic beeping of her own heartbeat trailed continuously into her ear.

“I’m in,” said Del, a wide smirk appearing on her face.

“Counted on it,” she answered, and couldn’t suppress a wide grin from appearing on her face.
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Playlist: Me, Myself and The Night – Alan Walker

It was three days into her recovery when she was placed in a normal room, and the doctors allowed her to sit in a wheelchair. Being able to sit felt unbelievably good after lying in bed for the entire time. And while her body needed rest, she was also totally restless. She had stuff to do. Most of all, she had to get away from her own thoughts, especially after being told by the doctors she had been pregnant.

It hadn’t been a total shock, and she had suspected here and there after every time she had to throw up. Also, she never wanted kids. Let alone in the current situation. And therefore, she was also glad.

But she had thoughts. Many thoughts. And she had to place them elsewhere. So the one thing she could direct them to was the hate towards her grandmother. The one who would come for her.

“Where did you get all those names?” asked Del, suddenly ripping her from her thoughts.

“Riley. She made the connections. Not all of them, because she couldn’t, but it was her work.” Thinking of Riley made her quite uncomfortable for a moment. Because what happened between her and Riley was undeniably there, stirring emotions in her chest and core. “Did you hear anything about Riley?” she asked Del.

“Nothing. Neither form Jaz, which makes me quite certain your grandmother has gotten to them both.”

Fuck, she thought while a sinking feeling dragged on her core.

“One more reason I need to get out of this fucking hospital,” she said and tried to get up from the wheelchair.

“Oh no, no, no. You will fucking recover. I have all my resources on them. Ed is looking for them. We are all onto it. You will follow the doctor’s plan, rest, and do your therapy,” said Del with an authority that left no room for question.

“Yes, mum,” she said sarcastically and earned herself a glare. “When this would be reversed, you’d already be up and give a fuck on doctors’ orders.”

“True, but it isn’t. And I am the older one, so by law you have to listen to your older sister.”

Incapable of suppressing a snort, she said with a chuckle, “Uh-huh. Older doesn’t make you wiser.” And with it, she heaved herself out of the wheelchair, not without pain searing through her chest, resulting in a gasp. What should Del do? Push her back?

“You are such a stubborn little know-it-all,” said Del, while rolling her eyes.

“I am,” she said through gritted teeth while holding herself up on Del’s shoulder. “And I am going to see Deis now.”

It was a very long walk to him, and it meant everything to her that Del shouted at the freaked-out nurse who told her to get back into the wheelchair, to back the hell off. 

And when she reached Deis’ bed and sat down by his side, Del let her be and left her alone with him, which showed such a high form of respect.

“Hey,” she said to the man lying so peacefully in the bed. After everything they had gone through, it was so wild seeing him, touching him, feeling him. Knowing that everything else aside, there was still this undeniable epic connection they shared. The one, fluttering through her core with every touch, and messed with her on a level that took her sanity.

In the very bright neon light illuminating the room, she saw not only wounds of a fight but also the burns on his face had healed, but still left some fresh scarring, and she let her palm and finger wander over them.

It had all started with the crash, at least that’s what she had believed. That it had all been him, playing and using her, but he had been used, too. They both were victims of her grandmother’s doing, and right now, she felt so bad for everything, and it nagged on her insides, while she sat there by his side.

“There is so much I want to tell you,” she said silently while the beeping of the monitor continued with its peaceful display of his heartbeat. “She played us both. To get powerful. To revenge. And we both fell for her bullshit.”

Her fingers wandered over his skin onto his chest. The chest heaving up and down by a machine, but in there was still his heart beating on its own, and while the beating heart vibrated softly through her hand, tears filled her eyes.

“I don’t know how everything got so fucked up,” she suddenly burst out, because so many emotions made their way to the surface.

“I love you, Deis. And I know you love me, too,” she said, and then words just poured from her mouth. “But you also love Ed, I saw it in your eyes and his. And I somehow feel attracted to Riley. God’s this is all so messed up,” she said.

“But life isn’t easy. Life is messy. And so are we. I don’t know if you’ll hate me forever, but you need to live. You need to wake up, so we can shout at each other, hate each other, and love each other. I don’t care. But you have to live. Because I am going to kill the one person who caused all this, and I need you to fight this fight with me.”

Goosebumps spread over her skin the moment his heartbeat became slightly faster, as if he heard what she said.

“I know you’re in there. So, fight,” she said and pushed herself from the bed, only to sway slightly.

“Del?” she shouted into the void, just hoping she would hear her, because she had no more energy left to keep on her legs.

“I’m here,” said Del, appearing behind her, with a wheelchair, and took her arm to guide her into it.

“Thanks,” she said, a little embarrassed, but Del only smirked at her knowingly and pushed her back into her room.

“So, you and Riley?” asked Del.

“You heard that?”

“Well, the door wasn’t fully closed, and I watched you, just in case—“ said Del.

She wasn’t angry, but the feeling of vulnerability was much more uncomfortable.

“It’s okay. It’s good to have it off my chest. So, to answer your question, yes.”

“She is hot,” said Del.

“Yeah, she is. But it’s not only that. It’s I don’t know. There’s more than just physical attraction. It’s a side I never could explore. There’s just this endless curiosity.”

There was a pause while she was pushed to the elevator.

“Where are we going?” she asked, noticing that Del hadn’t pressed the down button, but the up button.

“Getting some fresh Manhattan air,” said Del.

They exited the elevator on the 30th floor, where Del pushed her towards a door leading to a terrace.

It felt unbelievably good to inhale the air she so loved. The air of freedom, of diversity, and acceptance. She took it all in with all her senses, as her gaze wandered over the city at night, and the familiar sounds of honking and buzzing trailed into her ears.

Del leaned next to her on the railing, and without looking at her, she said, “It’s okay to love two people at the same time, you know.”

She tilted her head slightly because Del was the last person she had expected to advise on love.

“I thought you didn’t do love?” she asked with a drawn-up eyebrow, because she could already sense where this was going.

“It may look like I have it all figured out,” answered Del, lost in thought, “but I don’t. I’m a mess. I have no fucking clue who I am. Now that father is dead, I thought it would change, but nothing did.”

It was something she had to chew on for a moment before answering, because there was something she wanted to say, and something that probably was the right thing to say.

“You deny yourself to be yourself,” she finally said. “That’s why nothing changed. You are keeping his denial alive in you.”

“But why? Why am I sabotaging myself?” asked Del.

“Let me tell you that, as the queen of self-sabotaging, because it’s familiar. Because it’s easier to live in the known pain than the unknown freedom.”

Funny, how the advice she gave was always the one she had to hear herself. Because she was denying herself everything.

She denied herself to be happy because she knew it would be only temporary.

She denied herself to love fully, because it would be ripped from her anyway.

She denied wanting to be with a woman because it was outside the norm and would make her question everything.

She was a denier by default. And so was her sister.

“You love two people, too, don’t you?” she asked Del.

“I don’t do love,” snapped Del back.

“You do, in your way. Love isn’t a Hollywood movie; it comes in all forms and shapes,” she said carefully, and then, as Del let her head sink slightly, she added, “You love him, too.”

For a moment, only honking cars disrupted the silence between them.

“I saw your dance,” she then continued as Del didn’t say anything. “You can deny it all you want, but it is there.”

“I don’t know if it’s real love. It’s different. I don’t know. After all we went through, after all he feels for you, I will get hurt. I am fucking scared,” said Del, then, and turned her head to stare back into the night.

“Scared of what?”

“To lose myself in something that isn’t there. To feel too much. Too—“ poured from Del’s mouth, and she pushed herself off the railing to sink to the ground and draw up her legs and lean her head back onto the glass separating them from falling into the depths. “I’m scared of truly being me.”

She could feel every one of her words, because she knew the struggle all too well. Her entire life had been filled with exactly the same questions. And only recently, when she had discovered who she truly was, she had been able to figure out who she truly was.

She put her hand on Del’s forearm.

“I’m here with you. You are safe with me to be whoever you want to be,” she said, and Del’s eyes wandered up into hers. She stared into hers for a moment.

“And what if I don’t think I am a woman?”

“Then you aren’t. I don’t care if you are my sister, brother, or sibling,” she said, because who the fuck cared. What mattered was the person, not the name.

But it all made sense to her now. Why Del and not Delilah. Why being so afraid of truly being oneself. Because one of their father’s agendas had been a campaign against queer people, especially trans folks.

“He’s dead, Del. And we’re getting to the rest, too. You can be you,” she added while thinking of her list.

“And Deis?” asked Del.

“True love, whether it’s romantically or not, doesn’t care who you identify as; otherwise, it wouldn’t be real,” she said and lifted her hand from Del’s arm because her chest began to hurt. “What’s real is the connection you two share, and you do. I saw it, Del. You both are really good at denying yourself. We all are.”

“Do you hate me for it?” asked Del, almost like a little child waiting to get beaten up.

“No,” she said after a moment of thinking. Because there was a part that tried to figure out the future and the consequences her answer would have, but that wasn’t the part that answered. “Because that would mean that love has rules, and it doesn’t.”

With it, she closed her eyes, because what she had just said was the exact thing she had to hear herself.

“No rules,” she whispered and chuckled. Except for one. Honesty above all, she thought, and opened her eyes again to see that Del was watching her. “Let’s just promise to be always honest with each other, okay?”

“Promise,” said Del with a chuckle, with a glance filled with respect in his eyes, and got up.

At that moment, Del’s phone vibrated.

“Mrs. DeBarra,” said the voice on the phone she could hear through the speaker, and what she heard next let goosebumps spread over her entire skin. “Your husband is awake.”
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DEIS
PLAYLIST: DELICATE – TAYLOR SWIFT


At first, it was a glance with a flicker in the eyes. Then, it was a touch. One moment of electrifying connection. And then there was a smile appearing on her face that he would imprint in his mind forever.

If he had ever imagined waking up after surgery, it would have never been in this setting, but here they were. Emma, in a wheelchair, pale, but with red cheeks, alive, by his side. Alive, he thought, and in his chest grew a warm sensation.

Behind Emma stood Del, who had pushed Emma and now glanced at him with something that was everything and nothing at the same time.

“I’ll leave you to it,” said Del, brushing over his feet and going to leave the room.

“Del,” he said while grasping Emma’s hand. “It’s good to see you’re alright.”

“I’ll remind you of that sometime soon when you are back to your old self,” she said with a chuckle and closed the door behind her.

It was now only him and her. With all the stuff that had happened, it left them in an awkward silence. Nearly dying had apparently ripped him of his mojo entirely.

“You’re alive,” he finally whispered with a croaking undertone as his throat still throbbed from being intubated.

“I am,” she answered, and he heard the undertone in her voice telling him that while alive, things weren’t all right.

“What is it, ma belle?” he asked, grasping her hand firmly, but she pulled it from his grip and looked away.

“It’s–I–everything,” she said, stammering and shaking her head. She was visibly uncomfortable, and it dawned on him why.

“Em, look at me,” he said, “I am going to fight this fight with you.” And her eyes flashed at him the very moment.

“You heard me.”

“Yes, I did,” he said, because it exposed him as much as her. After all that had happened, it was so weird talking to her. And there it was, the chance to be honest with her, to overcome what he had been unable to do since forever. It was the choice between doing what was right and what he had always done.

“Did they tell you why I ended up here?”

She only shook her head.

“I got into a fight with Ed,” he said silently and held his breath after saying his name, because it would stir up the uncomfortable part of the conversation. “After I kissed him outside. People saw. Might as well be all over the media by now. It’s all so fucked.” Suddenly, words poured from his mouth. “You were right, with all of it.”

Maybe it would’ve all been better if I hadn’t been alive.

“I had something with Riley in Crystal Falls,” stated Emma out in the open, and hearing it gave him a stitch in the chest, “And she gave me something I never knew I’d miss.”

“What did she give you?” he asked, trying to keep his voice calm, which was in vain because the heart monitor gave him off.

“It wasn’t a play of power, nor a performance. It was an exploration without a goal to be achieved.”

“I always thought you wanted what we did,” he then said, totally lost for what else to say.

“I did, Deis. I do. I don’t know. It’s all so fucked!” and she raised her voice with it. He could sense how much she’d love to run but couldn’t. “You fucked with Ed. You love each other. And I was pregnant.”

And boom, just like that, she dropped it, dropped what had been lingering in the shadows, trying to overwhelm him the very second. “I don’t know what to do, Deis. Five minutes ago, I was so sure everything would be alright, but the moment I am with you, I am not powerful anymore; I am scared. Scared of losing you. Scared of you hating me. Scared of losing myself in you, because I am not myself, but the me I am with you.”

“Love is so fucking scary,” he said, because she spoke out what he felt, with her and with Ed.

Silence fell over them for a moment.

“How about we make a deal?” he finally said.

“What deal?” she asked.

“Let’s kill Majorie. And after that, we talk.”

And the moment he had said it, a little smirk tugged on her face, and he grasped her hand again. This time, she did not pull it back. Among all their mess, she was still so beautifully dark. And when her dark green eyes met his, underlined by her rose cheeks, it was like the first time they had met officially.

Back then, when he had held her head close to his chest, it had only been him and her, connected in this beautiful moment of peace. A peace he hadn’t felt forever, and right now, filled his body with the same peace.

A peace he was pretty sure she felt, too, because she had closed her eyes the moment their hands had touched.

‘I love you, ma belle, and I will love you whatever happens. I want you to know that. You are my belle, my peace, my heart, and nothing will change that. I want you to be happy, with me or without me,’  he told her in his mind, because right now wasn’t the time for big words and gestures. Right now was the time to kill the one person causing all the mess in their life.

It was time to kill Majorie De Montreuil.
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: REMEMBER MY NAME – POWER-HAUS, BERLIN AIRE, JONATHON DEERING, LLOREN


When she glanced into the room, it was such a weird moment. A couple of weeks back, she had been reasonably sure she’d never be in the same room with Del and Deis; she had prepared to die in the process of killing her own grandmother. But here she was, with not only both of them but also Ed.

Deis and her had been released just this morning, and now they had taken up residence in the secret hall Riley had given her access to, as her grandmother’s people hadn’t been able to set a foot nor find their way in through explosives.

Also, they all agreed on the fact that her grandmother would come after them, just like she had come after Jaz and Riley, and while she had tried to contain her anger, now that she was back, only a few meters away from the room with the proof, it was time to act.

Their plan had two objectives. To find Jaz and Riley and then kill Majorie De Montreuil. To do so, they had not only to be very careful and cunning but also work outside the expected.

And while she wanted to work together, the frosty atmosphere in the room didn’t help there. Deis shot several strange but cold glances at Ed, probably caused by the fact that from every tabloid to the last newspaper in and outside the country was ripping him apart with headlines ranging from “The Gay Guru” to “Secrets, Betrayal and Lies” about how Deis had betrayed two women with his what the press called ‘dirty gayness’.

Del didn’t help in any way because she kept mocking Deis, and overall, she felt as if everyone was one step away from going at each other’s throats.

“When you’re all done glaring at each other, we might—“ she stated into the frosty atmosphere, but Del interrupted her.

“I’m not glaring, he is,” and Del pointed at Deis, who gazed at Ed as if he wanted to either kill or kiss him; she couldn’t tell.

“Shut your mouth, Del. You’re the one giving me annoyed looks the entire time,” snapped Deis at her.

Wonderful, really wonderful.

She sighed as she had to endure the bickering for the last ten days, and the moment Del opened to retort, something in her snapped.

“Okay,” she said loudly, walked over to Del, and covered her mouth with her hand. “Del, you are glaring, and you are hostile and have a big mouth, so please shut the fuck up.”

Without waiting, she turned to Deis, on whose face a sadistic grin had appeared, and slapped him in the face. “And you stop the smug grinning and glaring at Ed. We all know the headlines, but get over it, Deis. Actions have consequences. You decided on kissing him, not Ed.”

And as Deis stared at her and opened his mouth to say, “But he provoked–“ she interrupted him. “So, you tell me, someone can make the big grandiose Deis DeBarra make something he doesn’t want? I don’t think so.”

God, it feels so fucking good just to speak those things out.

Deis now stared at her reproachfully, but her words had the desired effect.

When she turned, she could not unsee the small downward smirk and tell her, ‘Well done, I’m impressed.’

But she didn’t want anyone to impress; she wanted to kill her grandmother, and every minute that passed was wasted time.

“So, what I am about to show you is the most important thing you might see, because it connects every evil dot, leading to a single person: My grandmother,” she said, and opened the door to the room with all the strings Riley had attached to criminal networks.

“As you can see, my grandmother built herself a network across the globe with strings reaching into every single industry and government. She has resources none of us has, not alone at least, and most of all, she does not know that we know.”

Deis, Del, and Ed all walked through the room and took in the sheer massiveness of the information stored here.

“Em,” said Deis suddenly, who had stopped in his tracks in front of the image she knew he would.

“Yes, Deis,” she said silently when she joined him. “It was your father.”

She could feel a wave of darkness rolling over her, caused by an eruption of anger in Deis.

“We went to France, where—“ he began and broke off.

“Where he kept me, I know. My childhood self buried those memories, but when you triggered me at your event in Niagara Falls, bits and pieces started coming back. Until it all made sense when I saw your father’s image together with Derrick. Riley didn’t know about your father; she never made the connection. But I did. Because I’d remember the fucking face everywhere.”

“Em,” said Deis in such a painful voice she had never expected from him, and cupped her face. There it was again, the one sweet moment where their skin met, and for just this tiny second, it was all gone, and she closed her eyes. The problems, the anger, the hate, the rage, the fear, the not knowing. Instead, there was just one thing: peace.

Only there was no time for peace right now. There was only one thing she could focus on right now, so she released the sensation of peace and snapped into the version of her she had to be to do what had to be done when she opened her eyes. It was time for her female rage to take over.

“Don’t Em me. I am okay. There is one thing I have to do, and that is to kill my grandmother.”

A grin appeared on his face, and when he leaned in and held her close, his scent consumed her with its prepossessing old oak odor as he whispered, “Tell me what to do then, because otherwise I might just fuck you here and there”.

She could not help but roll her eyes. Because it was his slightly deranged way of testing how okay she was.

“Eye-rolling,” he said with a dark chuckle, “doesn’t help your case, ma belle.”

She could not deny the effect it had on her. Because whatever she told herself, in her, something wanted him to do it. It was the side she did not know was allowed to be, the one that wanted the dominance, the power play, the game, and the allowance to fully let herself go in him. It was the side she had been told was bad, because it was dirty. But was it dirty when there was so much devotion towards each other?

She wanted to let herself fall into him; she truly did. But it was one glance up, and she saw Del and Ed staring at them. Her thoughts spiraled the very moment.

What the fuck am I doing here? In front of all of them?

Yet, it wasn’t something they hadn’t seen before. And to be truly honest, what she saw in Del’s eyes wasn’t anger or repulsion. It was more like an “I dare you.”

And if there was one thing she had gained much of in the past months, it was dare.

One bite onto her lower lip.

One glance from Del to Ed to Deis, who stared at her provocative, challenging, daring, self-assured.

“You want me to tell you what to do,” she whispered in his ear, while glancing devilishly at Del over his shoulder. “I want you to go over to Ed and kiss him.”
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DEIS
PLAYLIST: WEAPON FOR SATURDAY – LOLO


There were emotions in him that he could not contain or control. If it was not clear before, it was now. Because when she leaned back and stared into his eyes with something that was a dare as much as it was a provoking desire, putting him by all means she had back into his place. She knew exactly how to push him, just as much as he knew how to push her buttons.

She had her head slightly tilted, while she bit her bottom lip, and the hell did she let go of staring at him. It was a gaze to challenge him with the one thing ripping him from his control. She had never been prey, but since she knew and owned who she truly was, she owned the game. She had not only become a hunter herself but the Gamemaker who made the rules.

Checkmating him with his own weapons, my huntress, my queen.

There were two options. Backing out and giving her what she expected. Or getting back in control.

Well, there is only one option.

He brushed with the back of his index fingers over her cheek and said, Be careful what you wish for, ma belle,” before he turned, walked over to Ed, grasped his face, and, after one single moment of staring in his eyes for confirmation, he kissed him. His heart hammered against his chest because there was the chance Ed might just plant a facer after their last encounter, but there was the smallest of nods just before their lips met in a fierce and forceful embrace, filled with a desire on both their ends.

The longing had been there forever. And right now, he didn’t fucking care anymore. It was out in the open anyway. The media knew. Richard was dead. And Emma, of all people, told him to do it.

Maybe it was the fuck-you-all mentality that made him do it in the end, because there was nothing to lose. Only to gain. By doing what she didn’t expect and stirring the situation. She wanted a game, and right now, she dared him to play. And oh, how he’d play it. He was, after all, the master of it.

Ending the kiss, he trailed his lips along the stubble of Ede’s beard, producing a prickling sensation in his lips.

“I want you to fuck me,” he whispered in Ed’s ear and added, “It’s an offer, not an order.”

And while he told himself he did it for her, to call her dare, it was a blatant lie. Because there was nothing hotter than fucking with the man he desired in front of the woman he loved.

Ed stared at him for a moment and then acted. For one second, he thought he’d hit him, but instead, he grasped his shoulder to turn him around.

“Be careful what you wish for,” said Ed out loud, repeating his own words he had used for Emma. The same Emma, in whose eyes he now looked while Ed opened his pants. And not only Emma, but also Del, who leaned against the wall behind Emma. Her face filled with excitement and desire. He knew Del was in for any sort of sexual encounter and took special pleasure in watching, but it was nothing compared to what he saw in Emma’s eyes. With her mouth slightly open, she looked so intensely at him, underlined by her rose cheeks, which gave him a fluttering sensation in his entire body.

“I want you to watch her in the eyes while my cock fills you,” ripped Ed’s voice him from his thoughts, and pushed him slightly forward while holding him steady by his shoulder. His cock was rock hard. “You will not fucking move your eyes from hers.”

Ed fumbled his own pants open, and while he spat down onto his ass, he watched Emma bite her bottom lip. A heated shudder shot through his body.

And then, he felt Ed’s hard cock demanding entrance.

More spit.

Emma’s breathing becoming flatter.

The crown of Ed’s cock pressing into him.

A gasp.

Her gaze into his eyes with her mouth slightly open.

He wanted to brush over her lips, just like when he had fucked her mouth in Central Park.

Ed entering him and lust bursting through him.

He had to rub his cock.

The moment his hand closed around it, she tilted her head, her breath becoming faster. And heavier.

She wiped with her thumb over her lip.

Ed grasping his shoulder and thrusting into him.

Hard.

Harder.

A moan left his throat.

And then happened what he had never even dreamed of.

With a glance at a Del, who stood there with a heat on her cheeks and devilish smirk on her face, Emma walked over to them, and without any hesitation, she grasped his face with one hand to kiss him–with tongue.

The typical electrified lightning shot through him, and Ed thrusted even harder into him.

He could not keep himself from moaning.

And then, her hand wandered over his to remove it from his cock, only to close one hand around it.

“Urghm my fucking Gods,” came out of his mouth between two moans as she rubbed his cock with soft but firm pressure.

Behind him, her heard Ed issue several silent groans, and he could sense from the hardness of his thrusts as much, which became more valiant by the second, that Ed was just as close as he.

More thrusts.

A moan from Ed.

And she stopped kissing him, only to whisper in his ear.

“I want your cum in my mouth.”

Enough was enough.

This was otherworldly.

Unbelievable.

His cock pulsated in her hands, and she knelt, only to close her lips around his crown. With firm pressure, she moved them down until his entire cock was in her mouth, pressing into her throat.

It was then that he exploded while he grasped her head and pushed her even further onto his cock.

She gagged slightly, and when he finally released her, she sucked his cock clean.

Just that moment, Ed gasped behind him with a full release. It was an infinite moment in which he was frozen as he looked down at his queen and felt the cock in his ass.

Then, she released his cock with a last lick on the tip, circling with her tongue around his crown before she got up. Her face was filled with wild satisfaction, a flickering desire in her eyes.

And when she leaned in on him, he thought she would kiss him, but what she did instead was even hotter. Because she slipped around him to where Ed stood. Ed, who had just released him. And he could not believe his eyes when she grasped Ed’s face with her palm and kissed him, with tongue.

“I thought you wanted a taste, too,” she said to Ed, who looked like he had seen a ghost.

It was so fucking wild to watch.

This has to be a fucking dream.

Only it wasn’t. It was fucking real.

So real, he hadn’t felt that much alive for a very long time.
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: HOLDING OUT FOR A HERO – NOTHING BUT THIEVES


Whatever had just happened and what it meant, she couldn’t tell. The one thing she could tell was that it had probably been the hottest thing she had ever done. And when she turned and walked over to Del, not without a lip-bitten grin towards Deis, she felt like a badass sex-goddess.

From the looks of it, Del had enjoyed the show, as her eyes flickered with lust, just like hers had to.

“Feel free to join next time,” she said to Del and walked towards the door. Reaching it, she turned and said, “Right now, there is only one thing to do, and that is to find my grandmother and kill her and get Ri and Jaz back.”

The impressed smirk on Del’s face did not go unnoticed, as well as the look on Deis’ face, because he stood there as if he hadn’t realized it had all been real.

But it was real. And it was time to act.

“So, here’s the thing,” she said ten minutes later while swiping the list onto the main display. “These are the names of all the people we are going to get behind bars or kill. I don’t care which one it is.”

Del snorted slightly in appreciation, which made her grin from her chest.

“This is the front. All of it is. It’ll be loud, and it’ll distract. Because what we’re really going to do is to find Jaz and Riley. I am certain my grandmother has them where she tried to hold me. Problem is, we won’t get even two miles near that building without being blown up.”

“So, we need a Trojan Horse,” said Del.

“Yes. And we have one. My grandmother won’t fall for anything except for the one thing she wants more than anything in this world. The Secret.”

“So, you have it?” asked Deis, unable to contain the desire to know in his voice.

“I do,” she said, and everything in the room went silent. Her heartbeat fastened when she pulled out her keychain with the little hippo dangling on it.

With it, she walked over to the drawers with the knives in them, took one out, and sliced the little stuffed animal open to reveal a small USB stick.

“This here,” she said and held it up for all of them to see. “Is The Secret.”

They all stared at it as if she were holding the holy grail. And maybe she did, because they had been after it for so many years that to them, it was the holy grail.

“You may wonder what’s on it, what is supposed to bring you richness and wealth–I tell you what it is–” She watched Deis’ neck vein pulsate so fast, she knew he was on the verge of ripping it from her hand and taking it.

“The Secret brings wealth, because it is a blackmail file. Owning it allows you to blackmail almost every person of interest on this planet, dating back generations. It is data collected on big corps, rogue politicians, and exploiters, but not only that. On there are VIPs of all shades, Influencers, Managers,” she told them, while she opened the copy on her device. None of the others said a word as she showed them what was in the files.

Images of documents signing off on child labor and war. Images of politicians raping children. Connections that lead to the most ruthless of mankind. For financial gain. And for power.

The favorite actor beating up his thirty years younger girlfriend to the point of death. Drugs. Money. Secrets. Betrayals. Lies. All compiled into files, meticulously sorted by name and date.

“I stole it from your father, Deis,” she said silently without looking into his eyes. “Maurice LeBlanc was born an asshole and made himself king of hell on earth. He was my grandmother’s right hand, if not more,” she said and looked Deis straight in the eyes. “Until I killed him.”

A pause followed where she let sit the truth that wanted out.

“My mother, she knew, didn’t she?” asked Deis,

“Everyone knew. That was what made it possible. The silence of the many enabled the few,” she answered as she understood now, as an adult, what she couldn’t as a child. Her stomach clenched with tension. She did not want to think about the past. What she wanted to do was to finally keep them all accountable.

Deis was frozen in thought. Del stared mesmerized at the list on the huge display, and Ed…Ed stared at her. A stare that had nothing to do with the files, but with what happened back there in the other room.

Ed mouthed I need to talk to you, and she nodded at him. There would be time. When she has had the time to think about what the fuck did happen.

“We’ll get the information through Sam,” said Deis suddenly, and she finally understood why he had zoned out. Because in his mind, he had made a plan. He was, after all, a master strategist.

“Del, what human resources do you have?” he then asked. “Because Sam apparently vanished.”

“Oh, he didn’t vanish,” said Del with a superior chuckle. “He just doesn’t want to be found.”

“You know where he is?” asked Deis with a drawn-up eyebrow.

“I do. His car lost signal a couple of times, but thanks to my father’s recent side projects, I have access to drone and satellite surveillance. Just say the word.”

They glanced at each other for just a moment too long before Deis said, “Do it.”

Del nodded and turned to her. “Is there any place where I can make a call?”

“Not in here. You have to get outside. There is a garage with one exit, I wouldn’t recommend because that’s where I exited while I used my grandmother’s phone.”

“I’ll risk it. She didn’t catch us getting in here; she won’t get me making a call,” said Del. “Rae is tracking me the moment I am back online. There won’t be any issues.”

“You will certainly not risk it,” said Deis with his bossy voice.

Have fun trying that with Del, she told him in her mind with a snort, and sure enough, Del exploded momentarily.

“Oh, the master of the games has spoken, the king, shall we all listen to his words now?”  snapped Del at him sarcastically.

“I simply have a better plan,” said Deis, ice-cold. “One, that ensures we’ll get him.”

“Of course, because mine wouldn’t.”

“Your plan would get you killed the moment you set a damn foot out of the garage.”

The bickering went on for a whole ten minutes until Ed calmed the waves on both sides, resulting in something she did not like at all. Because Deis and Del would take a car from the garage and join the team to get Sam. Deis got his control, Del her plan, and Ed the possibility to talk. All of it was bad, but it was three against one.

So, when Del and Deis prepped for leaving, she had a slightly sinking feeling in her stomach. Del should know what they’re up against after what happened the last time she encountered Majorie. But she ignored it blissfully. Maybe that happened when you grew up with limitless resources.

And because she disagreed with all of it, she kept leaning against a drawer and not joining their preparation.

“It astounds me how one person can be such a magnificent queen and such a stubborn little gremlin at the same time,” said Deis silently as he pressed his body against hers.

“I’m not stubborn, but you’ll see for yourself. It’ll be the sweetest ‘I told you so’ I have ever said,” she retorted and looked away.

“So reluctant,” he said then and brushed a strand of hair from her face. “One could think you’re jealous.”

A lightning shot through her chest, and it had nothing to do with his touch, but his words.

“What should I be jealous of?” she retorted sharply. “The fact that you are going on a suicide mission?”

“So, you don’t want me to die,” he said, and right now, she wanted to do nothing more than kill him herself. But the days when he played his games with her were long over.

It took her one second to act, and she pulled up her knee. It landed exactly where she wanted it to. Deis crouched slightly, and she used the chance to grip him by the neck and whisper in his ear.

“If anyone gets to destroy you, it’s me,” she whispered darkly. “Don’t burn yourself, mon roi.”

And with it, she let go of his neck, slapped him on the back, and walked away to where Del was arming up by attaching several guns to her tactical gear.

“Come back in one piece, sis,” she said, squeezed her arm for a moment when she reached her, before she walked over to where she had left the tablet with the list and plan.

The list.

Sam was on said list.

Accompanied by names ranging from the former President of the United States to the German Minister of Internal Affairs and the CEO of one of the largest tech companies in the world. There were middlemen, brokers, and charity fronts. A list that contained exactly 332 names. And after all that had happened, it bugged her that it wasn’t 333. The three had been everywhere; why not now?

But it did not matter in the end. Who cared if it was 332 or 333? Right?

She watched Deis and Del from the corner of her eye as they departed, but she did not want to dive into it. What she needed was a plan. Because Ed would inevitably approach her with that moment of darkest temptation, which they had gotten lost in.

Sure enough, not five minutes later, Ed leaned himself next to her onto the desk she sat on.

“Okay, give me the speech,” she said.

“Not here to give you a speech. I never got the chance to say thank you.”

“Thank you for what?”

“For being so fundamentally stupid to save my life,” he answered, and placed his hand on hers.

Huh.

“Can I ask you something?” he continued.

“Of course,” she said shortly, because the way he asked caused a strange sensation to appear in her stomach.

“Why did you do it?”

“I–I didn’t think,” came her immediate answer, because she did not want to dive into the real reasons.

“Come on, Em. Cut the crap,” he said.

She paused. Because the reason would reveal much more than she should say. But here she was, evading her own code.

“Your devotion,” she then said silently as she remembered Ed’s. “It was so pure.”

There was a moment of silence between them where Ed still had his hand on hers.

“And why the kiss?”

“I don’t know, Ed. I don’t know. I am sorry if I overstepped. I provoked him. I provoked it all,” she said, and pulled her hand away from under his to protect herself.

“Don’t be, it was a question, not an accusation,” he said carefully, with every word chosen wisely.

Gods, what the fuck have I done? she asked herself. But whatever she had done, just thinking of it made her core prickle. How could something so wrong feel so unbelievably good?

“What if I want more?” asked Ed then.

“More what?” she asked and flashed her eyes at him.

That moment, he brought his right hand up to her face and cupped it with his palm, not without producing a shudder in her. When his thumb brushed over her lips, she closed her eyes as images ran through her inner eyes. Flashes of what could be.

“More of you,” whispered Ed, and she could sense his lips wandering over her neck’s skin without touching her. “More of you both.”

Holy fucking shit.

Her core clenched in desire. And without thinking, she rolled her hips slightly up. It was so easy to get lost in desire and forget the reality around her.

So, so easy.

“Then I’d say we shall hope Deis comes back in one piece,” she whispered as Ed stood up and pushed her slightly back, so it revealed her throat to him. The throat pricked in goosebumps, he now grasped and trailed down with his finger to her clavicle.

“Imagine his cock thrusting in your mouth,” whispered Ed in her ear, his warm breath like silk over her skin. “While I fuck him hard.”

Her core burned as waves of lust rolled through it.

One hand wandered to Ed’s chest, while she could not help but push her hips forward, until she felt Ed’s hard cock pressing against her labia through all the layers of fabric.

He pulled himself closer by grasping around her back, and when she rolled her hips, she rubbed her clit against his cock, and damn. Her entire body was heated as she gave into her fantasies.

“Imagine he fucks me while you fuck him,” she said. “Imagine how your cock thrusts into his ass, how you push him closer, harder into me.”

Ed now bit her neck, while she simply let herself be dragged into the darkness. Darkness was, after all, her favorite shade of fucked up.

“Imagine kissing me over his shoulder, while he is in you, while I am filling him with my cock,” whispered Ed with a growl and pushed his cock harder against her.

It was one moment.

One roll with her hips.

One sentence.

One imagination.

There was no right or wrong.

There was only this need.

“Kiss me,” she breathed out and lifted her head a bit.

And oh, how he did it. It was nothing like Deis, who consumed her with his kiss, but soft lips meeting hers in such a sensible embrace, she had not experienced before.

“I want to see you come,” whispered Ed against her lips while he cupped her face. “Come, while you imagine him fucking you first, and then me.”

Her mind was entirely shut off. There were only images. And lust.

“Come, while you imagine him sucking your cock and I kiss you,” she whispered back, closing her leg around him, and began to rub herself harder against him. The fabric between them made it even more stimulating. Her core and clit began to vibrate.

“Imagine us both entering you with our cocks, fucking you,” said Ed in a heated whisper. “And filling you with our cum.”

It was too much.

A moan left her throat as Ed pulled her close and she fell forward into him, with a small trembling on his side, telling her he had only held off until she had been ready.

They both leaned against each other. Breathing heavily.

Moments passed. Moments in which she could not believe what had just happened.

Waves of lust still shuddered through her body.

Holy fucking shit, she whispered in her mind. Because she had just come from imagination alone. They both had.

“Em,” began Ed, but she interrupted him.

“You’ll have to live up to all these imaginations,” she whispered with a chuckle and kissed him briefly on the jawbone near his ear.

“I intend on it,” he said.

Yesterday, she would’ve felt guilty for doing it. Today, there was no question of why the fuck they have done it, but why the fuck they haven’t done it earlier.

There was a pause. A pause where her gaze wandered over to the files on the tablet next to her. Apparently, she had opened something accidentally during their encounter.

It was one name.

A name she hadn’t recognized before.

“Ed,” she suddenly said, and stood up like she had been electrocuted. Everything in her body prickled as the wave of the last puzzle piece fitting into place rushed through her body.

She clicked on the folder, labeled with the name ‘De Montreuil, M’. There in was only one document.

“No fucking way,” breathed Ed out, as they stared at the document, and then into each other’s eyes. Goosebumps appeared on her arms.

No fucking way, indeed.
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DEIS
PLAYLIST: I WANT IT ALL - GRAFFITI GHOSTS


She had said mon roi, my king. Two simple words causing his entire core to erupt in a moment of desire. He still could not wrap his head around what had happened minutes ago. He had gambled high and won what he had held impossible.

“Ready?” asked Del, who sat on the passenger seat next to him and ripped him out of his thoughts.

“Ready.”

“You don’t look ready,” said Del with a drawn-up eyebrow. “You look like very occupied in your mind.”

He rolled his eyes. Because she has been like that from the moment he had opened his eyes. He could not name what it was with her, what was going on between them. Sometimes, it felt as if she wanted to provoke him to lash out; sometimes she stared at him as if she longed for him. Usually, those moments are followed by defiance and sardonic behavior.

Trying not to lose his shit over her sassiness, he sighed and already regretted the decision to do this with her. He should have let her do it alone, so that he could use the time with Emma. And Ed. Yet, here he was, unable to let her kill herself.

Also, he wanted Sam. More than anything. After everything. He wanted to look him in the eyes and have him spill everything. And then, just then, he’d end his life for doing what he did. For selling him out. For using him. And her.

Breathe, swallow it down, focus on the greater angle.

“When I tell you I’m ready, I am ready. I can think and drive at the same time,” he then said.

“Drive then,” hissed Del back at him, and he did not hesitate. He placed his foot on the gas, and the car, a black Dodge Charger SRT Hellcat Redeye, shot forward. It had been the one they had decided on from the pool in the garage. He had known Riley for quite some time now, and he had expected nothing less from a garage she had organized. American Muscle and nondescript cars with killer machines under the hood.

They had decided on the charger, because that was the one Majorie would probably least expect. He had never once been a fan of American muscle. Nor was Del. They both loved the luxury, the super sports cars, the elegance. The Charger was nothing like that. It was bulky, stripped clean, loud without charisma, and radiated aggressive power, which was exactly what they needed right now.

“Wanna bet?” he asked her.

“Bet what?”

“I say they’re waiting for us,” he said as he brought the car to a halt in front of one of the garage’s exits.

“I say they don’t, by all means, she is powerful, but even she doesn’t have the resources to cover three blocks all day and night, nor would she shoot us down in the middle of daylight.”

“I hope you’re right,” he said, knowing she wouldn’t. There had been nothing unusual going on outside from what they could see, but then, snipers don’t walk the sidewalks.

“What are we betting on?”

“Pick your poison, I know I’ll win,” he said with a chuckle that came from a very high horse. There was one, single, tiny sensation in his body telling him he might get burned, but what was there he had to lose? There was nothing left anymore.

“When you are so sure,” said Del dryly, “why bet?” And he had to chuckle.

“Just for the fun of it,” he answered, which was not entirely true. Because he wanted something from her.

“Wild card,” said Del then. “If you are so sure, I’ll get a wild card when I win. One thing of my choosing you’ll do, without knowing it prior.”

A smirk ran over his face because she saw right through him and called him out on his bullshit without even naming it.

“Vice versa, my dear,” he then said, and he knew she could not resist. They both, after all, loved a good game.

“Let’s find out then,” she said, and he drove up to the garage door for it to open.

He did not wait until the light turned green, and when the gate was just high enough to squeeze the car through, he pressed the gas. The car roared, and he was already awaiting being shot down the moment the tires touched the road.

But nothing happened.

In fact, nothing even remotely suspicious happened at all.

At least not until they reached 3rd Avenue.

“Del,” he said to her, as she was still on the phone coordinating with Rae. “You saw that?” Because just when they turned, there was a car crossing the road in front of them with a man as a passenger who stared directly at them. It wasn’t a warning. It was a game.

She nodded and said to Rae, “Cover us.”

“Rae suggests we lead them right to Sam,” she then said.

“And why does Rae think that’s wise?”

“Because they will protect Sam. They’ll pull resources into that.”

“Rae wants to take them out.”

“Bingo,” said Del, and they both looked at each other for a moment. He could not deny the prickling feeling growing momentarily in his body, because it would have been exactly his plan.

“Let’s kill some assholes then,” he said with a smirk.

“You heard him,” said Del into the phone in her hand. “Make it a full wipe.”

He could not help the grin appearing on his face.

“What are you grinning about?” asked Del sharply after she had ended the call.

“You know, you are not the worst company in the world.”

“Am I now?” she asked and eyed him suspiciously. “I thought you wanted to kill me.”

“I do, every moment. But yet, you’re not the worst company in the world.”

“I don’t–“ began Del, but he cut her off.

“Take a compliment, Del,” he said with a roll of his eyes.

She was silent for a moment, but as he could still feel her eyes x-raying him, he was certain it wasn’t the end of the story.

“You aren’t either,” she then said and looked out of the window. “At least since she shot you. You are different.”

Yes. I suppose I am. It’s not every day you get shot by the person you love.

At that moment, Del’s phone vibrated.

“Coordinates,” she said. “And a route.”

“A route?”

“Yes, we’re flying under the radar now. No CCTV, no tracking. It all runs in loops and on empty data.”

“But how does that work?”

“Deis, just drive. When we are still alive tomorrow, you can ask Rae yourself,” she said. “Turn left. Then second to the right.”

Del navigated him through the city in a confusing route, and when they finally turned into a lesser-frequented area of Manhattan, his body tensed. His body knew they were almost there.

“There,” said Del and pointed to one of the gates to their right. “The red one.”

“They’re right behind us,” he said.

“That’s why we won’t bother with knocking,” said Delilah, and he understood the assignment.

A loud bang, followed by a crumbling sound and a dumb thud, resounded through the silence outside when he had driven the car directly through said gate.

They jumped out immediately, guns ready.

At least the car was good for something, he thought as he saw it had only taken a couple of scratches. Del fired immediately outside, where several black SUVs had come to a halt. There was only one door leading forward, and they did not hesitate to enter it. His heart was pounding so heavily, not because of what happened behind him, but what was to come.

He checked out what was behind the door, gun first, while a bullet passed his head close.

Fuck.

The door led to a corridor, and they ran through it. Del threw a grenade outside just before they closed the door, and the wave of the blast vibrated through them with satisfaction.

There came the next door in sight.

Just for a second, they paused, guns ready. He had no time to think about it right now, but the thrill of it, doing what they did, together, was wild. For one tiny second, he imagined what would have been possible if they had worked together from the beginning.

Del held up a monitor, exposing several people in the room. None of them was moving. Meaning, they were waiting as they should.

He pulled a detonator from his side pocket and activated it, not without making a note to thank Riley when they got her back for providing them with such an extensive armory.

The moment he activated the detonator, everything in him became calm. It was time for revenge. A small nod, and Del turned the knob and opened the door, just enough for him to throw the detonator inside.

Bullets were fired at the door immediately.

A loud boom followed, and the shooting stopped. Time to shine.

They stormed in, and everyone was down. Smoke still issued from the blast that had taken them out, except for one moaning guy in the back. He walked up to him and pulled him up by the throat.

“Where is he?”

But life vanished from the guy’s body the very moment.

There were only so many more places he could hide.

“Come out, come out, wherever you are,” he whispered as they walked over the dead bodies. Del held up the monitor, at the next door, where there was only a single red and yellow form on it.

“I wanna kill him right now,” he then said.

“Deis, remember the plan,” called Del him to reason in a whisper. “We’re playing cat and mouse, be the cat, not the mouse.”

“Killing him makes me the cat,” he retorted in an equal whisper.

“It makes you stupid.”

He groaned. Because even now, she could not stop it.

“Whatever,” he said. “Get ready.”

The door, however, was locked. Without thinking twice, he shot at the doorknob several times.

It happened within the matter of a second, a wave of something he had never experienced before. His senses were tainted immediately. There was no more up and down as his head felt like an everlasting echo of nothingness. He could only see shadows moving as blurred images tried to invade his mind.

A hand touching his. Del.

Touching was the only sense left. But what did touch mean when there was no more up and down?

His head fell to the side.

Everything was numb.

Even his thinking.

His ears rang.

Everything was so far away.

Even the voice talking to him.

“I made you, Deis. I know how you think, every single one of your moves.”

And then, everything went black.
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Small rattling woke him.

His head felt like bursting, but when he came back to his senses, he felt a body lying half on him, half on his side, and his mind became razor sharp.

A bump in the road made both their bodies jump up.

Car. We’re in the truck bed of a fucking pickup.

“Del,” he whispered and shook her slightly.

She came to life with a groan.

“Fuck,” she breathed out in pain, “Why the hell didn’t you think?”

“As if it would’ve changed anything.” He wanted to get her off him, but everything was so tight, so he just lay there with her.

Her hand wandered onto his chest. Why would you do that, Del?

His head throbbed from what must’ve been a concussion grenade, and he couldn’t focus.

It was just one moment. One moment in this truck bed, with her so close. After everything that had happened, what the hell was it with her? A deep breath he could not suppress left his throat. And she noticed it immediately.

She lifted her head as much as it was possible. Only one small ray of light made its way through above their heads, just enough so they could stare into each other’s eyes in the otherwise complete darkness of the trunk.

“What?” she whispered, and he felt it without the need to ask.

There was desire. A deranged form of desire. A desire that could not be.

“What the fuck is it between us?” he asked in a whisper to rip himself from the sensation he now felt.

“I don’t know Deis,” she answered slowly and silently. A sigh followed by a silence, before she said, “The only thing I know is that I hate you, and I think I want to fuck with you at the same time.”

“You what?” he asked in a sharp whisper. Not because of the fact that she wanted to fuck with him, but because he hadn’t expected the honesty from her. Only she did not answer his question.

“You think you want to fuck me?”

Still no answer. Just a look. A look that was unreadable and continued up to a point of awkwardness, until she finally spoke again.

“Deis, kiss me.”

“Are you like mental?” were the first words leaving his mouth, as his brain went flatline.

“No, she said. I mean it. And I am pulling my wild cart, because I won. And right now, I need you to kiss me, because after all those years we played pretend, I don’t know what it is. You were real to me as a lie, and now that everything is out in the open, I need to know if you are a comfort I long for, because I got accustomed to the lie, or because it’s real.”

“Del,” he began, but could not end it. Because the truth was, he knew what she meant. He had felt it the first time after he had shot her in the leg, and they had been so close. The second time, when they had danced that night in Gotham Hall. The third time, when she had stared into his eyes while Ed had fucked him.

Three fucking times. And maybe this was the only reason he even considered it.

He had kissed her before. Many times. All those years of them playing pretend, and now that he had seen the real person, there was a curiosity he could not deny.

And maybe, right now, right here, it didn’t matter if there was one more time. They might die anyway; Emma had been right. It had been a suicide mission because Sam probably knew him better than he did himself. And because he didn’t care, he grasped Del’s face.

His eyes wandered to her lips and back up to her eyes.

It was one moment.

One moment, where his lips met hers.

Kissing her after everything was nothing like it had ever been, because there was no more pretending.

It wasn’t bad, but it was the weirdest thing he had ever done.

They both ended the kiss, and it was one look, before they both suppressed and cracked out in laughter.

“Well, that was weird,” she said.

So, she had felt it, too.

She rested her head on his chest, and he put his arm around her while the car rattled over a particular uneven road as gravel crushed under the tires. Wherever they were going, it was very far away.

After a while, Del suddenly said, “I don’t think I like men.”

“In what way?” he asked and looked down at her, but she kept staring into nothingness.

“Sexually. Romantically. I always thought I would, but I don’t think I do. I became everything my father expected me to be. Everything I am is to his wishes. To society’s wishes. But who am I behind all the expectations?”

There were no words he had for her right this moment. So, he just caressed her hair, and when his mind had scrambled around what she had opened up to him, he said, “You’ll have time to figure everything out when all of this is over.”

“If,” she only said.

“When,” he retorted, and it was exactly then that the car came to a halt with a little screeching of the brakes. It was so silent outside that he was pretty sure they were somewhere remote. Maybe upstate. It’d fit the tracking he once got on Emma after her grandmother had taken her near Tarrytown.

Someone walked over the gravel to the truck bed, and suddenly the silence was ripped apart by one single shot.

A dumb thud followed.

And everything became silent again.

Then there were more footsteps. Suddenly, a wide smile cracked his face.

Because he would recognize the walk in a crowd of eight billion people.
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: JOURNEY (READY TO FLY) – NATASHA BLUME


“Well, that looks cozy,” she said when she opened the door of the pickup truck’s bed, unable to keep the glee from her face. “I’m gonna say this only once,” and stared into Deis’ eyes while fighting with a laugh, “But damn, babe, I told you so.”

Del’s deep laughter was so infectious. “Oh, D,” said Del, slapped him on the shoulder, and jumped from the truck to ask her, “How the hell did you find us?”

She only held up her phone, which showed a blinking red dot. “I slipped the tracker in Deis’ pants when he couldn’t keep himself from molesting me with his presence and overly present optimism to a point of naivety,” she answered as dryly as possible, but couldn’t suppress the snort when Deis groaned.

“Let me guess,” said Ed, who appeared next to her, as he had been the one who had taken out the guy driving the car with one shot directly between the eyes, “Temper or temper?”

They all laughed, except Deis, who looked as if he wanted to either evaporate or explode.

“But jokes aside,” she then said. “What happened?”

“It was an ambush,” said Del, “Sam counted on Deis’ temper.”

They all collectively sighed, except Deis.

“You know what, you can all go fuck yourself,” snapped Deis at them and removed himself from the car, not without bumping hard into Ed’s shoulder.

“Oh, is the big baby in a mood because it didn’t get what it wanted?” shouted Del after him, and it was one too much.

It happened with in one single, swift movement that Deis turned, walked the three steps back, ripped the gun from Ed’s holster, and pressed it directly into Del’s forehead.

“You fucking, little brat with a big mouth,” he whispered darkly.

“Deis!” she shrieked out as he went after Del, because the darkness he switched into within the matter of a second was beyond, and she wasn’t sure if he wouldn’t finally snap. “You will not fucking kill my sister!”

“I should’ve killed her months, no, years ago,” he growled.

Del laughed a derogatory laugh that wasn’t helpful at all.

“And you stop laughing,” she snapped at Del. “You are both like toddlers,” and she added in sarcastic children’s voices, “Oh, he took my shovel, now I hate him; No, she took my bucket. Let’s throw sand at each other!”

It was a good thing Ed cracked up laughing, and they all collectively joined in. “Nice,” he said while still laughing, brushing over her back, which did not go unnoticed by Deis. “I’m taking this,” he added, and removed his gun from Deis’ hand.

Deis shot one last look of contempt towards Del before he snapped out of it.

“Good, now that’s settled, can we continue with our plan?” asked Ed.

“Our plan failed,” growled Deis.

“No,” she said, and Deis cocked an eyebrow. “Our plan worked perfectly fine.”

“And why is that?” he asked. “Because there is no Sam, no nothing.”

“Sam just arrived at my grandmother’s headquarters,” she said and switched the screen to show him the footage from the car. “As he should.”

“As he should?” asked Deis, confused.

“Deis,” she said. “Sam is the Trojan horse. Or shall I say the car he arrived in?”

Deis stared at her, his eyes had become slits, and she could visibly see his mind wrapping itself around what she had just said.

“You knew it all along,” he finally said. “You knew he’d be waiting for me to bust in his door.”

“We all knew,” said Ed. “Because it’s what you do. And Sam expected you to do it. We counted on it.”

She could sense Deis was mad, but also impressed, as his left eye twitched slightly, but she didn’t let his emotion mess with her right now.

“How?” he then asked through slightly gritted teeth.

“While you went inside, Rae prepped the cars. We followed you after–“ she said, but what the after was, got lost in the loud explosion interrupting them from the phone in her hand until everything went dark.

“Here,” she said, and put up the feed Rae had sent her, placing it onto the tuck. “View from the sky.”

Deis, however, did not look at the feed. He stared at her intensely. There would’ve been a time when it would have intimidated her. But after all this time, she finally knew who she was. Powerful. Strong. Fierce. And whoever would try to dim her light would get burned.

So, she stared back, not breaking the gaze.

It took him one step.

One step, and his thumb brushed over her cheek while he gripped her face.

“I am going to kiss you,” he whispered and did not even wait for an answer. His lips met hers, and opened up the world to another universe. “My queen,” he whispered between two kisses. There was just him and her, until⁠—

“Em,” and Del suddenly slapped her on the arm. “Look.”

And when her gaze wandered from Deis’ eyes to the display of her phone, her focus was fully back to where it was supposed to be. Because she had played her grandmother, and she had taken the bait.

Because there she was, walking out of her headquarters with an army of bulldogs around her. And as Del zoomed in, four of them were pushing two hostages forward.

“Jaz and Ri,” she whispered, not without having her core clench slightly. Because just thinking of Ri apparently had that effect. But it was not the only thing.

The sensation shooting through her body for just a second was the one that split her into one part rage and one part desire to kill.

Because the person walking next to her grandmother was none other than⁠—

“Is that Julie?” asked Deis next to her in utter disbelief.

“The one and only,” she said darkly.

So much about blackmailing you, Julie. You are her fucking lapdog, you shitty fucking liar.

And just like that, the hit list of 332 people had become one of 333, and all was back to how it was supposed to be.

The one thing that surprised her, however, was not seeing Denny, which confirmed the theory that he might have been played by her grandmother, too. She would, most certainly, find that out one day after her grandmother was dead. Right now, there was only her.

At that moment, her grandmother stopped. She pointed directly at them; apparently, she had made out the drone.

It was time.

She grabbed her phone.

Suddenly, her heartbeat raced as if she had just run a marathon, and then she dialed. It rang three times. Three times that gave her a moment to collect herself. To breathe in and out.

I am the force. I am powerful. I am strong. And I am here to kill, she affirmed in her mind.

“Hello, grandmother,” she said. “Good to see you.”

“I cannot say the same,” her grandmother replied on the other end, her voice cold.

“You have something I want,” she then said carefully, while Deis, Del, and Ed stared at her. She had the call on speaker, and it was as if everyone was holding their breath.

“Oh, I know, dearest, that’s why I took them. But maybe it is time for me to kill one of your little friends here, just for some motivation?”

“I’d advise you not to,” she said calmly. “Because I know.”

“Know what?”

Her skin pricked with goosebumps because she knew what would follow. It was an infinitely sweet moment of power, expressed in a smirk appearing on her face.

“Your immunity agreement with the United States of America.”

Silence.

Finally.

“The one under which you murdered, killed, influenced, and exploited. And I have proof of it,” she continued.

“You really got it,” said her grandmother then. “The Secret.”

“Yes. And here is what we are going to do. You will stay where the fuck you are. Jaz and Riley will stay unharmed. Or I will release it all. And by all, I mean the entire files.”

Her grandmother laughed derogatory. “You won’t survive the night of that day.”

“I don’t give a fuck about surviving. What I care about is truth, honesty, and kindness. None of which you possess. So please, call my bluff, because I am willing to die for what is right.”

There was a silence that seemed to be endless as the night fell over them. Her entire body was so tense that her muscles in her shoulders twitched.

“I’m sending you a location. You will come alone, and you will bring The Secret,” said her grandmother suddenly.

“No. I will not come alone. If you want it, that’s the deal.”

“No deal then. It is you, or I will call your bluff,” and she watched her grandmother point the gun at Ri’s head.

Deis shook his head and signaled her not to the fuck do it.

But she had already decided what to do.

It was Ri. And Jaz. And she would not gamble their lives.

“Send me the location. If you kill me, we have copies. It’ll all be in the media worldwide tomorrow,” she said coldly and added, “and from the looks of it, I am pretty sure Deis will hunt you down and skin you alive if anything happens to me,” because Deis was fuming. So much, that Del had to keep him away from ripping the phone from her hand.

“I’m not scared of a puppet,” said her grandmother. It was one too much,

“Listen carefully, Majorie,” he growled, “you might not be scared, but you should. Because Emma is what keeps me holding back, but if you so much as touch her, I will burn down this entire planet to find you, and when I do, you will wish that you were never born.”

She had never seen Deis losing his shit like this, but now that she did, it was scary as much as it was hot. Was it deranged? Yes. But their lives were so far out of the norm by now, it no longer mattered.

Her grandmother did not react to Deis, which was probably the wise thing to do.

“You got the location. Come alone,” said her grandmother, hung up, and before she could do anything else, she saw her grandmother pointing her gun directly at her through the camera. A loud bang, and the display on her phone showed only a black screen with ‘signal lost’.

What a fucking bastard human you are, she thought.

“You will not fucking go alone,” Deis rounded on her. “I will not allow it!” And he built himself up in front of her.

“Yes, you will,” she said sharply. “I don’t need your permission.”

And she attempted to walk around him, over to the car they came in, but he grasped her arm from the back.

“I said you are not going,” he said with a dark growl behind her, still holding her arm, but she did not turn.

“Deis,” said Ed, but she could have told him there was no sense in it.

Under any other circumstance, she would have discussed with him, explained, and persuaded. But there was no point. And no time.

When she turned, she pulled the gun from her holster and pressed it directly into his chest. Just like she had done before.

He let go of her, his arms up because he had seen the anger in her eyes.

“You will let me go, I have shot you once, don’t think I won’t do it a second time, Deis. This is my decision, and you will stay the fuck out of it.”

If looks could kill, he’d drop dead immediately. But he did not interfere with her again.

“You did the same thing, not hours ago. Remember?” she then said. “Go eat your own medicine,” she shot at him and removed the gun.

“Arghhhhh!” he roared through the night as his anger got the best of him and he tried to come after her.

It was Ed who stopped him. And it was Ed who got the full force of Deis’ fist in his face with such a loud thud and crack, it sounded as if he’d broken a cheekbone or nose.

When she turned, she saw Ed returning the favor. With one glance at Del, who stood there and watched the scene with drawn-up eyebrows as if it were a mildly weird movie, they both shook their heads.

Boys. They should try therapy, was her last thought when she stepped into the car and drove off to meet her grandmother, at last.
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Playlist: Unholy Trinity – Von Grey

The location her grandmother had given her wasn’t far from where they were. They were upstate New York, somewhere in the nowhere near Tarrytown. The darkness had now fallen fully over the landscape, and when she drove through the night, she was at peace. There were, for once in her life, no wild thoughts.

There was only one thing left. And if she’d die doing it, it would be fine. She had tried to die many times, willingly as much as unwillingly, and if it were her time to go, it was alright. It had been all right the night in Gotham hall, and now she was sure that most of the evil in the world would be eradicated. Either prosecuted or, in most cases, executed, because if anything was to happen to her, Deis as much as Del would go kill off the entire list.

Everything her grandmother had done had been possible because the government of the United States had protected her. No wonder she had been able to do what she had done. Because the fucking government enabled her.

The landscape around her became less inhabited, as more and more trees framed the road.

Five minutes later, she turned right and drove up a cemented path through a forest, which went on forever. The longer she drove, the spookier it became. Because there was literally nothing anymore. The cemented path had become a graveled one, and aside from darkness, there was nothing. Most of all, no network connection.

After several minutes, the trees on either side stopped to open up a huge clearing illuminated by the moonlight. As it was a full moon, she could see the wooden house with a little porch in the middle of the clearing quite well.

She brought the car to a halt at the side and simply took in the scenery as much as she could. It looked as if the house hadn’t been occupied for years, and she would have been certain she got the wrong location if not for the black SUV rolling onto the grass next to her.

Her grandmother got out of the car, and unexpectedly, she had come alone, a matter that made her feel safe to get out of the car, too.

The cold night’s air bit into her skin and brought back the memories of what had happened in Crystal Falls. It had been way below the freezing point back then, and tonight, she’d find resolution, in equal coldness.

Somewhere close, an owl hooted into the night.

“Did you bring The Secret?” asked her grandmother without pleasantries.

“Yes,” she said, holding up the USB stick for her to see.

“Good. Because your friends are being delivered safely to your little watchdog,” said her grandmother, who was way too close for her taste by now.

There was a moment of silence, where they stared into each other’s eyes, and all she could feel was disgust.

“You grew into a fine woman,” said her grandmother suddenly, and irritation invaded her immediately.

“Did I now?” she asked dismissively.

“I never saw it before,” continued her grandmother, “but now I do.” And with it, she brushed over her cheek with hands cold like the devil himself.

“Never saw what?” she asked and leaned back to evade the touch, but her grandmother didn’t let her.

“What Deis saw in you.”

“As you would know,” she snapped back and removed herself from the touch.

“Deis made you, Emma. He made you embrace the darkest parts of you, to own them and become this force of nature. He touched you somewhere no one would ever do, because what you two have is something so uniquely consuming,” said her grandmother, but she could only scuff. What was the point of all this? Weaken her emotionally? Manipulate her?

“Yes, he has done horrible things, but he also did all of it for a single reason: You. He told himself it was revenge, but all he ever did was push you to become who you are, like no one else could, because you are not just anyone, my beautiful Emma.”

She didn’t want to hear it. She had come here to kill or die.

“Stop calling me your beautiful Emma. I know what you did. We all know. With Deis’ father. You can cut the fucking crap. I didn’t come here to reminisce about the past,” she said coldly, and with it, she drew her gun.

The gun, now pointing directly at her grandmother.

But her grandmother was utterly unimpressed by it.

“I made Deis. I made him do all of what he did, because you are a very, very special person. You are, after all, the key.”

An epic shudder rolled with goosebumps over her skin.

She had questions. A million of them. But she was also sure that her grandmother played with her.

“I don’t believe you,” she said coldly. “Why should I? So you can explain to me why he raped me? How was it all for the greater good?” she now spat out.

“You grew into everything we needed you to,” said her grandmother, totally calm.

“So you used me?”

“No. We made you, trained you, prepared you,” said her grandmother. “Go, see for yourself.” And she tilted her head towards the house.

She stared from her grandmother to the house. It was a choice without thinking. Maybe curiosity killed the cat, and maybe she had been played, but what did she care?

So, she turned and walked over to the house.

The wood creaked under her feet from the three steps leading up to the porch, and when she put her palm around the doorknob, an image flashed through her mind, and she turned.

She turned and saw the exact same view she had just seen in her mind.

The clearing framed by those beautiful birches, moonlight shining down on it, and illuminating the shadows of the night. Only in her mind, she had been a little girl, standing at the porch with her little stuffed bear.

“Fuck,” she breathed out and ripped herself from the moment.

The doorknob clicked.

And when she opened the door, it felt as if she was drawn into a world she had tried so hard to forget.

The house was exactly as it had been before, with its cozy blankets and a little fireplace. It gave the overall distinction of a normal home. Only it wasn’t.

Because right there, by the kitchen counter, was a light switch, but it wasn’t a normal switch. It was a pin pad.

Automatically, she entered the digits while holding her breath. 4 1 0 6 5 9 6.

The door in the floor opened, and she climbed down the stairs, leaning into the darkness. It wasn’t a question of right or wrong. It was simply one of doing. Acting. Becoming. Being.

Thirty-three steps did it take her to get to the bottom.

And when her foot touched the ground, she finally knew.

There it was, the ram skull-shaped form, embossed into the grey stone flooring of the hall.

“You cannot outrun what you were born into,” her grandmother told her behind her. She hadn’t even heard her. Her mind was only fixed on one thing: a wall opposite her with several surveillance feeds on it. Deis apartment. Her own. Everything was on there.

She fucking knew. And infinite rage bottlenecked into control.

“See, that is where you are wrong,” she said, and without a warning, she pulled the gun and shot her grandmother directly in the chest. Exactly three times.

There she lay bleeding onto the embossed ram emblem, staring at her as life faded from her body and she stared down on her.

“You’ll see,” croaked her grandmother in a last breath. “You’ll be like me soon. This is how it started,” and her grandmother closed her eyes.

“No, I won’t,” she said and kneeled down to close her grandmother’s eyes. “Because kindness is what makes the difference between a villain and a hero.”
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EPILOGUE


DEIS

Playlist: Here with Me – Susie Suh, Robot Koch

“Come,” he whispered to her. “Let’s be free.”

“You’ll never get me!” she shouted at him with a wide smile on her face and ran barefoot over the beach into the sundown. Her wild mess of hair flew through the air while the beautiful dress with its wet, sandy hem whirled around her feet.

He ran after her, as the sand encased his feet and left prints that were washed away by the next wave rolling with the beautiful sound of the ocean over the beach.

And then he caught her, gripped her by the hip to whirl her around, and because it had been with such power, he overdid it, and he fell with her onto the ground.

She shrieked as a wave of water rolled over them up to their hips, and she wanted to get up, but he didn’t let her.

Because right this moment, where the wind blew her hair through her face and brought the salty taste of the ocean onto their lips, everything was for once, as it should.

“Ri is going to kill us for this later,” he said, “but I don’t care.”

When his lips met hers, he was in heaven.

Another wave washed over them, and she shrieked again, followed by a giggle.

“You know, she might do so when we don’t get there on time,” she said with a chuckle and got up. “How dare you keep the maid of honor from the most important and iconic wedding of the year?”

“Ed will excuse us,” he said, and pulled her back down onto his lap, not without pushing up her dress.

No underwear. Oh, ma belle.

“You know he won’t, he’ll either freak out and kill us, or be bragging about last night,” she said and laughed so wholeheartedly it shook his core as she threw her head back from it. He had to kiss her neck. Consume her. Especially after last night. Because it had been one of the many nights they had shared a bed and other things together.

“Deis,” she said and tried to stop him without meaning it. But his one hand had already wandered around her back, while the other opened his pants.

“Deis, what?” he bit her neck.

“Mhm,” she only moaned out.

“That’s what I thought, ma belle.” And a grin of epic proportions appeared on his face, because she lifted herself slightly up, and when she came down, her warmth encased his hard cock in one infinite moment of pure existence.

“I love you so much, ma belle,” he whispered into her ear as she rolled her hips up and down. And he never wanted her ever to stop. Because he was in heaven here on earth, because of her. Because of him. Because of them.

“And I love you, mon roi,” she whispered back.

Emma
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I love you both, she added in their mind. Because right this moment, there was nothing she wanted more from life. She had risked it all, and by doing so, a world she never believed would be there had opened up.

There are moments in a person’s life when their life is altered forever. Decisions that are either or. Irrevocably. No going back. And it turned out that some of those decisions will pay off. Because right this morning, just before Jaz and Riley would have their big day, their team had taken out the last name off their endlessly growing list, which resulted in freeing more than fifty children and women from being trafficked.

Six months ago, it had been one decision. To either blow it all up and never look back, or take the knowledge to destroy what kept the evil alive. It would have been easy to never look back. But her life wasn’t easy. It never had been. So, she chose. To do what was right.

Had there been moments she regretted it? Abso-fucking-lutely. One of those moments had been watching Deis skinning Sam alive. Not because it had been disgusting, it had, but because she had been scared of herself that moment. Because she had found pleasure in it herself. She wanted to see them suffer and die, just like they had made everyone else suffer, and that was fucking scary.

But then she looked at Deis. Every night she went to bed in the peaceful presence of his body, she knew why she did it. Not for him. Not for herself. But for all those people who had no advocate. Those who had been silenced by the power-hungry few had been silenced, and it was time to silence them. She was, after all, a De Montreuil. One, her great-grandfather, Renard, would’ve been proud of.

“Where the hell have you been? asked Ed breathlessly, ripping her from her thoughts. She just looked at him, and he looked at them, rolling his eyes. “What the hell happened to you two?”

“There was something we had to do,” she said, suppressing her laugh in a grin, and as she glanced over the crowd, “Also, we’re not as late as Denny.”

Denny, her grandfather. The one she thought would be so blinded by the love for her grandmother, but he wasn’t, and it had given them months to get to know each other. Months that hadn’t been easy. But she wasn’t alone anymore. Because she had a family now.

A real one.

A chosen one.

“He’s right there,” said Ed, and pointed at her grandfather, who apparently cracked a joke with Jaz.

She zoned out for a moment because seeing them all here radiated a warmth through her body. She never had the feeling of family ever before, and those people here were her family. Some by blood, some by choice. And a smile appeared on her face.

“Em, seriously,” Ed rounded on her. “I mean, you, as the maid of honor for both brides, are fucking late because you two had to fuck on the beach and ruin your fucking clothes?”

“Yep,” she said and grinned at him. “You wanna punish us for it?” she asked cheekily and grinned at him daringly.

“When you’re still alive by tonight, I might actually will,” growled Ed, who had poured his heart and soul into this wedding.

“Looking forward to it,” said Deis while leaning around her to kiss Ed briefly, but Ed did not let it sit like that. Instead, he slipped around her, grasped Deis’ face, and pulled him close into a wild kiss.

While she watched them both, a wide smile appeared on her face. Never, ever had she believed she would live the life she had today.

“That should be forbidden,” said a voice knowingly behind her. “Because it is way too hot to watch.”

“I know,” she said without taking an eye off her two boys.

It was then that an arm wandered around her shoulders, and Del quickly kissed her on the temple.

“Happy to see you sis,” said Del.

“Happy to see you, too, sibling,” she answered.

“I have a real treat for you,” Del said, and held her phone up to her face. “I thought you wanted to see his last breaths.”

On the display, she saw a man being poled onto something metallic as life drained from his eyes. She had only seen him once, and that once was more than enough.

“Bye-bye, brother,” said Del to the video feed. “He’s been like that for hours. It was my morning workout. I thought it would be best to really start fresh today.”

“Rae says hi. We’re leaving for France tomorrow, and there was stuff to do.”

“Stuff,” she asked and cocked an eyebrow.

“Like in preparing the–ehm–baggage.”

“Uh-huh,” she said, and they both snorted out.

She knew it was one of Del’s better days. One of all their better days. But it did not matter how many bad days there had been or would be.

What mattered were the people.

The family.

The love.

The endless love they shared.

Because love doesn’t diminish when shared, it multiplies–for better and for worse.

THE END
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Here it is - the End. Thank you for being part of The Guru universe! What a wild ride it has been.

If you enjoyed the trilogy, I’d be ever so grateful if you could leave a review on the platform(s) of your choosing and tell your book-besties about it.
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THERE IS MORE!



The prequel to The Guru that reads like an action movie!
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Ride with me (or die with me): Riley’s Tale

A sapphic dark romance novella telling the story of Riley, the hot masc. Motorcycles, smut, and who did this to you?


VIP-LIST



Stay updated and get sneak peaks, exclusively for VIP-list subscribers of upcoming books pre-release.

Join here


ACKNOWLEDGMENTS


Society is good in telling us what to do. There is always something we have to become, in order to belong. This is what capitalism thrives on. The endless desire for more, for becoming this version deemed perfect. And we could become all of it, until we lose ourselves in what is expected of us.

Or we decide to make our own rules. To be who we are. Whatever the world out there thinks of us. It’s wild waters to navigate, but it also lets us wake with the rising sun, illuminating an endless ocean of possibility.

I decided on the latter. (And hey, there are days when I hate it, get lost in becoming what others want me to, until I can’t anymore.) Because I decided on the latter, this trilogy exists. I did not write those books for the many, but for those who never felt like they belonged–like me.

I have always been different. And this trilogy made me find my peace with it. And I hope you do find yours, too.

With love from the darkness to the light,
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Get in touch with me here!


If you want to know, follow the signs.

But ask yourself, dearest, can you handle the truth?
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Legends tell that the Ram brings death and life. At first sight, it is a paradox, yet it is not. She knows not to assume, do you?
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