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DEDICATION


If you aren’t already bi, you will be afterwards.


IMPORTANT NOTE


This book is no light reading; please have that in mind.

It contains several dark and possibly triggering scenes, ranging from graphic descriptions of violence, child abuse, stalking, rape, manipulation, narcissistic behavior, and psychopathic tendencies. There are descriptive sexual actions, consensual as well as non-consensual, with partly very dark themes.

For the full list see:

www.cmraven.com/content-warnings

Please know your limits and take care of your mental health.


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.


I see you, love.

— C.M.Raven
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: CAN’T HOLD ME DOWN – ZOI


“Kneel,” he ordered with a demanding voice, letting no room for questioning.

No way. You can’t be serious, Deis.

“I said kneel, right now.”

And as she didn’t do what he ordered her to do–because, after all, a dozen people stared at them, one of them her friend Julie - his hand grasped her throat. Slowly, the pressure made the air scarce, and he forced her onto her knees.

“Open your mouth.”

But she only flashed an angry look at him.

In front of the entire team in the war room, seriously?

His voice was by now so dark it frightened her. The only thing was, she also fucking loved it. The air in her lungs was almost nonexistent anymore. She tried to breathe, but his hand grasped so firmly around her throat that it was impossible. She could feel her face burning and swelling from the buildup of blood, so naturally, she tried to rip his finger off her throat, but he was simply too strong, his grip like an iron fist closed around her throat.

What the hell? she asked herself while also being partly aroused. Because the truth was, she liked a good game; the only issue she had was doing it in front of people, and that was sort of a dealbreaker. Causing some anger to whirl through her chest.

“I said open up,” he repeated in a tone that told her he wasn’t playing anymore. Only she didn’t mind anymore.

As her vision became blurry, her mind all fuzzy, and the world around her spinning into non-existence, she just did what he said.

He had opened his pants within a second, and without another warning, he removed his hand from her throat, held her head a forceful prisoner between his hands, and thrust his cock into her mouth, deep into her throat. She gagged, but he did not care, and as her vision became a bit clearer from air streaming into her lungs, she saw how it turned him on - a malicious grin ran over his face. Holding her head steady, he fucked her mouth viciously, hammering into her throat with every thrust. She wanted to pull back from the pain, but he would not let her. And usually, she would’ve loved it with all of her filthy existence, but something in her mind was occupied. Occupied with the audience.

“You will not fucking move,” he ordered her with a tone that let nothing open for question.

Damn.

She froze within the moment. It was so fucking hot hearing him say it. The prickling in her core grew to a level that made her yearn and moan. And with his next thrust, he pushed his cock with force deep into her throat. Very deep. Tears from the pain streamed from her eyes.

“Do you know why you have my cock deep in your throat?”

She could only shake her head ever so slightly while air became scarce again.

“This is going to be your release from now on. Whenever you need to feel alive, this will be how you do it. Having your mouth stuffed until the need to feel yourself is over, do you understand?”

The last thing she saw before her vision became blurry again was his piercing eyes full of lust. She nodded, her eyes closing. And the moment she did, he released her and pulled his cock out of her mouth.

The skin on her face and her lips tingled like a thousand needles pinching her, and when her breathing calmed, he thrusted in her again. He fucked her mouth so hard, so fast, and she could feel the energy build in his cock until he exploded with a moan in her.

But instead of letting her go, he pulled his cock out and gripped her throat.

“Open up, show me what a good girl you are.”

Seriously? You want to see your fucking cum in my mouth? Nonetheless, she did it.

He pushed his thumb into her mouth, whirled it around so she almost gagged from it, and when he was done, he took his thumb and sucked it clean once, with a devilish grin on his face.

There was absolutely nothing weird with this man. And with it, reality hit hard.

“You are allowed to move again,” he said and pulled her up. But she was just frozen. Frozen in humiliation and embarrassment, eating all her insides, as she saw the people, and most of all Julie stare at her.

I need a fucking black hole to disappear into for all of eternity.

Except for this tiny hateful part in her that found all of it more than arousing. A part that needed to be hidden somewhere very, very deep down in her soul, where it would never be found or seen.

“Look at me, ma belle,” Deis said so softly, as if nothing had happened. And as he took her chin, trying to push it up, she looked away and turned around.

You just fucked my mouth in front of everyone. What the fuck!

“Emma—”

But Emma was not there. So, would that be her life from now on? Him threatening her with choking her to death when she didn’t act as he wanted her to?

“Emma!”

What the hell did I do? How did I end up here? The disgusted and shocked look on Julie’s face. His ruthlessness.

“Emma!”

And then she was ripped out of her mind. She stared into Deis’ eyes, him kneeling in front of her.

Wait. How did I get here on the floor?

“Emma, are you feeling alright?”

“No, what do you think I’d feel like after…after.” Her gaze wandered around the room. None of the people looked at her, except for Julie, who was quite concerned.

Wait. I did not imagine it all, did I?

“Deis, what happened?”

“You kind of zoned out, I suppose.”

“You didn’t choke me and fuck my mouth in front of everyone?” she whispered.

“I did not, do you want me to?”

“No!” she burst out a bit too loud so that heads turned, “I…just… it was so real.”

“I think you need a break from all of this. Come.” He stood up and stretched out his hand.

It was a daydream. Just a crazy daydream. He wouldn’t do it, would he?  She’d had crazy daydreams before, it was almost as if she zoned out so far into a world so different from reality. It was what had protected her for many years, but she hadn’t had them for a long time now.

Maybe he’s right, it might’ve just all been a bit much.

So, she took his hand and let herself be pulled up.

“Julie, I think we all need a break,” said Deis. “Take the guest wing, go sleep for a couple of hours, refresh, and we’ll continue tomorrow. Stella can set you all up with whatever you need.”

“Deis, I don’t think it’s wise to let things loose,” said Julie, slightly concerned.

“Six hours, Julie. My people will hold the fort meanwhile. It’s an order. Fresh eyes do better,” he told her while texting someone on his phone.

Julie nodded, and between her tired eyes with huge eye-rings under them, she saw she was very relieved to take a nap.

“Come,” said Deis and put an arm on her back, guiding her outside.

“Where are we going?” she asked, eyeing him. Because whatever was coming, she could sense he was onto something.

“Surprise,” he said with a grin and navigated her up the stairs.

“I hate surprises.”  

“Get used to it, queen.”

She just groaned. His words caressed her like silk on soft skin, but she hated every bit of it. The last time she had a surprise shoved up her throat, it ended in him retraumatizing her with her past at one of his events.

“Do I need anything? Maybe dress up? Or take a coat? Are we going anywhere?”

“Nice try, ma belle.”

He went for the elevator and texted something, but she stopped him in her tracks. “Deis, I don’t even have shoes on.”

“You won’t need them.”

“I need them, now.” But he only grinned at her, and for a moment she thought he’d lift her and carry her. Instead, he drew her near him, cupped her face with his palms, and kissed her with a short but consuming kiss. Then, he let go, and she saw he had taken off his shoes while they kissed.

A smile hushed over her face, and she couldn’t help but feel the thrill grow in her chest.

They went to the garage. Edwards was already waiting for them there and handed Deis a duffel bag. Was it weird? Yes. So, fucking yes. But it was also like a quest, an adventure she was on. Also, he wouldn’t answer her anyway, so she just rolled with it.

Automatically, she stopped at the G-Class, but he did not lead her in. Instead, they went for a door on the left that Deis opened with a biometric scanner.

He pointed her to enter, and she had expected anything but what she saw. Because the room was empty.

“Give us thirty,” said Deis to Edwards, who just nodded, cold as ever. “Take the Porsche. And⁠—”

“I know, Deis, go,” said Ed with a chuckle. “Have fun.” 

“Deis?” she asked cautiously, but he only grinned at her again and opened a trapdoor in the floor.

“You are kidding, right?”

“Nope. Come, you’ll love it.”

And as he climbed down the ladder first, she stared down to get a glance, but it was pitch black. The smell issuing from it foreboded something wet, old, and a couple of dead rats. Curiosity, however, was killing her.

“You know, I thought more of relaxing for an hour when you said it was all a bit much. This is not helping,” she told him while climbing down the ladder.

It took quite some time until her feet touched cold, hard stone.

“Where are we, Deis?”

“Underground.”

“I’m not stupid.”

And then, she heard a click, echoing from the walls, and the light came on. After her eyes adjusted to the brightness, she realized she stood in a tunnel roughly forty feet high, with steel posts supporting the ceiling.

No fucking way.

The smell down here was worse than she thought, and for a moment, she wanted to jump up the ladder. But being here was just too awesome because she stood in one of Manhattan’s secret tunnels. The ones no one could access. Usually. She took a few steps and let her hand glide over the wall next to her. Because this was fucking amazing, and she couldn’t believe where she was.

Deis just stood there and watched her, quite the smug grin on his face. “Told ya. Do you want boots?”

Feeling the cold, wet ground under her feet with something that had to be sand or dirt, squeezing between her toes, was a fantastic feeling. It was sweet he asked. “No.”

“Figured. Now, come.”

Without thinking, she followed. It was so cool walking barefoot through the tunnel, no way she’d miss out on it. Was it slightly crazy? Yes. But crazy seemed to be her life’s motto lately.

“Where is it leading?”

He gave her nothing but radio silence and a grin.

“You will love it, promise.”

Whatever it was about this man, she fell for him all over again. Forgotten was what had happened in her mind, the shit show playing out in the real world. Right now, they just walked barefoot, like some crazy people, under New York City.

Eventually, he stopped and climbed up another ladder. It took them equally as long to get up, and when she climbed out of the trapdoor, she panted. She had counted them, and it had been 66 steps.

Double 33. And goosebumps pricked her skin once again to her annoyance.

The thing with the numbers messed with her. Wherever she looked, they were everywhere.

“Everything alright?”

“Yes,” she breathed out. “Not the fittest at the moment.”

“I can hear that.”

“Asshole.”

“People called me worse,” he chuckled, and with it, he pulled a towel from the duffel bag. “Here, clean your feet,” he said and gave it to her while he did the same.

“What are we waiting for?” She asked as they just stood there in a small room, just like the one they had entered.

“Transit.”

“Transit? To where?”

But he did not answer her again, and the fact that he just let her rot in curiosity did not help the foreboding feeling in her fluttering stomach that what they were about to do was either illegal or dangerous. Maybe both. And hell, am I in for it, she thought with a grin. A knowing smirk that let her heart melt, because they didn’t need to speak; he knew, she knew, they knew.

And then the lock clicked. Immediately, her heart hammered up to her throat.

“Howdy, D! How are you, man? Lot’s going through media,” said the man who appeared at the door. He was older, and although he was wearing a security uniform, the cowboy vibe was inarguably present.

“What’s up, Joe? Yeah, been some eventful days. Thanks for your services. How’s Caroline?”

“Always, man. You saved my ass. Care’s visiting the family with the kids. Doing fine, ‘spose.”

It was pretty enlightening to watch Deis switching into an entirely different personality with Joe, the guard, guarding whatever.

“This is Emma, by the way, you sure have heard of her if you followed the media.”

“O’course I did. Bet they’re all crazy ass, the media. Howdy, Emma.” Joe held out a hand, which she took. So, for the stranger, the media was not an issue at all, whoever he was, and that made him already very nice.  

“They are. That’s why we needed a little break,” said Deis.

“Let’s go then. The others are briefed, and they say thanks for the generous tip.”

Okay, so definitely illegal.

And then Joe turned.

No fucking way. Her eyes flashed at Deis, who had heard her gasp and now grinned at her.

They went for the first elevator, and she was almost exploding from excitement. It was impossible. This must be another dream.

Only it was not. And they did not go for the public space. They went through several elevators until they reached a narrow, steel staircase, leading to the secret platform, only a very few selected people had access to. Deis obviously was one of them. So, when they stepped onto the platform, she kind of lost it.

Holy crap shit!

Never had she felt anything closer to dying than right now. There was only a small balcony separating her from falling off the top of the Empire State Building. The thrill it gave her went through her with a chilling rush, her stomach jittery. The wind blowing at her made the whole thing even crazier, as if it would take her with it. It was so damn cold, but right now it did not matter.

Deis’ arms wandered around her and he kissed her neck from behind. There were no more chills she could get, but if she could, she would have gotten more just from his touch. With a single movement, he unbuttoned her pants.

“Lean onto the railing,” he ordered into her ear.

And damn, that was the craziest thing she had ever done. Her head literally hung over the railing, and she stared 103 floors down. Her heart skipped more than a beat, while everything was very wobbly under her. She was not particularly scared of heights, but this was an entirely different thing.

“You are my queen, I am your king, and this, ma belle, is our kingdom,” said Deis, entering her without a warning.

Had he a megalomaniac-god-complex? Yes. But right now, she did not give a fuck about it. The only fuck she gave was him taking her. She had been wet from the moment his hands touched her, and she welcomed him with a loud moan in her hot core.

His hands grasped her hip, and he fucked her. Hard. So hard she moaned, even cried, the arousing explosions into the Manhattan night.

The beauty of being up here–no one would know. They were up so high, no one would hear or see. So, she just let herself be filled by his cock. Hard, fast, with smacking noises silenced by the night. He grunted behind her with every thrust, and being pushed a little over the railing with each one gave her the extra thrill.

“I’ll promise you to show you the world and fuck you on every monument,” he said between two grunts.

It was an ‘I love you’ in his version, and it made her chuckle a bit. And for whatever reason, she opened her mouth to say the stupidest words ever.

“I love you, too, Deis.”

The second it went over her lips, she regretted it. He stopped, frozen. She had caught him off guard, something he hated and liked at the same time.

With his hands, he pulled her upper body up by the neck; his other hand wandered around her chest up to her throat. “What did you just say?” he growled at her.

“I said, I love you, too.”

He breathed her in with heavy breaths, while his grip around her throat closed.

“Why would you say that, Emma?” he whispered it so darkly into her ear, she had to close her eyes and roll back her shoulder from the sensation it produced in her.

Yeah, why would I say it? I don’t know, I just don’t fucking know. What I do know is it’ll be my death.

“You know the answer, Deis.”

“Do I?” And with it, he thrust in her again. “Answer me,” he demanded.

“Because you get me. Because you make me feel alive. You make me question myself. You push me, challenge me, burn me. I am consumed by you, as much as you are by me. You will probably be the death of me, but you are also the fresh air filling my lungs when I was drowning, so yes, Deis, I love you.”

At least that’s what love is supposed to be, isn’t it?

He just breathed heavily in her ear, while he closed his hand around her throat. “Am I still the fresh air filling your lungs?”

“Yes,” she breathed out. “Exactly because of it.”

And then he thrust so hard in her while holding her steady, so deep and forceful that she squeaked from pain and lust, muffled by the grip on her throat. And just when her vision became blurry, giving her the distinct feeling of falling off the platform, she exploded into endless waves of liberating relief, just when he grunted behind her and exploded in her. He released her throat, and air streamed into her lungs–the freshness of it up here was extraordinary. Or maybe it was the thrill, whatever.

Deis held her close for another moment and leaned slightly around her to kiss her over the shoulder before he slipped out. In that moment, she had an idea and just acted on it, because maybe she was a bit crazy.

She turned, kneeled, and without breaking the gaze into his eyes, she sucked both their juices from his cock. The fire blazing in his eyes was exactly the reaction she aimed for, and she couldn’t help but let a smug grin appear on her face.

When she came back up, he pulled up her pants and gripped her face and kissed her so fiercely, entering her with his tongue as if he wanted to taste what she had just sucked off his cock. And she let him.

“Are you in for playing with fire?” he whispered against her lips, bringing the kiss to an end.

“What do you have in mind?”

“Let’s post a photo,” he told her with a knee-wobbling devilish grin on his face.

Hell, yeah, said a voice within her.

“Absolutely not,” was the answer she gave him.

He just chuckled. Of course, he had seen the hell yeah flash through her eyes just before her rational mind entered the party.

“I’ll do it this time. Julie is probably going to kill me, but I want to remember this, and so should the rest of the world.”

“Should they?”

“Oh, they will,” he told her, grinning, while taking out his phone. “This is just the beginning, Em.”

And then he kissed her again, only it was a kiss like he had never kissed her before. So core-shattering, she wanted nothing more than to collapse in his touch.

“Let’s get out of here before I post it. Ed has the car waiting for us downstairs.”

“Does he now? So, no more barefoot-tunnel-walks?” she asked with a chuckle.

“I thought you’d like it. You seem more like a crazy stuff person to me than doing dinner in a five-star restaurant.”

So, am I no one to take to a five-star restaurant? She thought and cocked an eyebrow at him.

“Not many people would’ve done that, barefoot through a tunnel,” he added. “Proved once again how right I was about you. And, well, I didn’t want to have a tail.”

“I can do both, you know,” she added and kissed him. “But I’d prefer the tunnels. Was pretty damn cool,” she added with a grin.

“I’ll take you to every five-star restaurant we can find.”

“Deis. You don’t have to. Gods, I don’t want you to. I don’t need all the luxury. Tunnels, thrill, and adventure are just fine. Use the money for something to make other people’s lives better.”

“I can do both if that’s important to you.”

She just smiled. What else should she say if a man just offered her the world?
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: LIVING NOW - WHISSELL


Joe brought them down safely and let them out on a side exit, where Ed had parked the Porsche.  A matte-black customized 911 GT3 RS she’d recognize everywhere with her car addiction. A car that was absolutely badass, and never in her life had she imagined sitting in it one day.

They said bye to Joe, and Deis gave him an extra thousand bucks as he told her about grandson number seven being on its way. She just watched the money pass, with such a weird feeling. Seeing someone just casually walking around with cash like that.

While Deis did what he did, she turned and glanced around. Her eyes fell onto the row of cars, and exactly at that moment, a biker riding on the wrong side passed one of them. The bike lights illuminated the inside of an Audi parked not far from them. Two people were sitting inside. Trying not to be suspicious, she glanced everywhere else, and only one more time back to the Audi.

As they walked to the Porsche, still barefoot, she made a mental note to be forever imprinted in her memory that she walked barefoot through the Empire State Building with a bazillionaire who happened to have fallen for her. Even worse, who actually followed her for twelve years and stalked her, but that little detail she would take to her grave because people, as much as herself, were judgmental as fuck.

Deis aimed to open the door, but she leaned in on him as if they were kissing. “Deis, are any of your people watching us?”

“Why?”

“There are two people in an Audi parked three cars behind. They’re watching.” She turned to make it possible for him to open the door and slipped off the curb, twisting her ankle, and before Deis could catch her or she was able to hold herself to anything, she hit the concrete.

Fuck.

Pain shot through her knees, her ankle, and palms from the impact. Just for a second, she lay there, even resting her head on the ground while bathing in self-loathing of her embarrassing clumsiness. May I please just become one with the concrete and disappear? she thought while staring at the Porsche’s huge, also matte-black, wheels.

As she, of course, could not dissolve into nothingness, so she acted as if nothing had happened. So, she heaved herself up with a heated face, with quite some pain in her ankle.

“Em, are you alright?” asked Deis, concerned.

“Sorry, curb was a bit slippery, don’t mind me.”

“Em—”

“I will be alright, happened a trazillion times before.” Which was the truth. She was the clumsiest person she had the unfortunate luck of knowing.

She remembered the first day in Manhattan, when she wanted to appear as if she belonged here and walked down 5th Avenue. She tried to cross the road like a typical New Yorker, but slipped on the curb in her high heels and fell into a cyclist racing by. Got both of them three days in a hospital. Thinking of it made her chuckle internally, because, seriously, who else does something like that happen to?

Deis, however, bent himself forwards and whispered with a chuckle in her ear, “I know, ma belle.”

“Stalker,” she hissed at him, not without a smile. Was it weird? Yes. But also, kinda hot.  

In order to not draw any more attention to her clumsiness, and also to not let Deis, who aimed to bend down towards her ankle, let him inspect the pulsating culprit, she opened the car door and let herself glide as graciously as possible onto the seat.

“No need, will be fine,” she said. But he did not let go of her and wandered with his hand down her leg to her ankle anyway.

“You’re hurt,” he said while glancing at her knees, which had red scratches on them from where she had hit the concrete.   

“Seriously, Deis. Let’s get back. I’m fine.”

He stared at her for a moment but let go as she stared back intensely, and it meant a lot to her that he let go, closed her door, and went to his side. She didn’t want anyone to fuss about her, and it was important that he respected her wishes. At least sometimes. He was, after all, still who he was, and that included a certain bossiness.

The time it took him gave her a short moment to breathe in deep and collect herself, to even release some of the tension caused by the embarrassment.

Deis then sat down in the driver’s seat and had his phone out the moment the door was closed.

“Ed, we might have someone following us. Emma spotted them, an Audi, three behind us. We are rolling in two. Be ready.”

As Deis had him on speaker, she said, “It was a grey one, a Q7, I believe, a bike lightened the front seats, the two have quite a size. The car has some atypical antennas on it, five, never seen anything like it.”

Deis just stared at her, his head slightly tilted. “You really do observe.”

Of course I do. It’s in my nature. And if there was one thing my father ever taught me, it was to constantly observe. Always expect the unexpected. But she did not feel the need to answer Deis and tell him about this minor detail, especially as he spoke with Ed again.

“And, have Jaz warned, I’m going to mess up the whole plan this minute.” With it, he opened Instagram on his phone.

“Think that’s a good idea?” asked Ed back on speaker.

“Maybe, maybe not, we’ll see to that.”

Ed, very relatable, just sighed. “We’re around the corner. Ready to roll. Are we going home?”

“That’s the plan. Although I have a feeling.”

“I do as well,” said Ed. “May the birds fly.”

“May the birds fly,” said Deis and hung up.

It was a weird way of wishing themselves good luck, but it was obviously something they did.

Deis typed something she couldn’t see and then shared whatever photo it was of them. She, of course, burst with curiosity and opened her Instagram immediately. Not without the uncomfortable pinch in her chest she had lately due to all the traffic on her profile thanks to Deis. And then she saw the photo he had tagged her in. Her eyes flew to the caption.

Damn.

A big smile, fueled by revenge and quite some glee, spread wide on her face. The photo of him and her kissing showed exactly where they were. The caption, however, was a punch in the face for Chris and Sami, and she loved every fucking thing about it.

You. Always. Along with three hearts. It was the same caption Chris had used, and hell, she celebrated Deis for doing it. And to pour more fuel into the fire, she shared the post on her story.

“Julie will freak,” she said with a chuckle.

“She gets big bucks, so she’ll have to deal with it.”

Julie. Never ever could any of us imagine this outcome.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Ready.”

And the moment Deis started the engine, she saw the lights of the Audi turn on in the mirror.

“They don’t even try to hide it,” she whispered. Suddenly, her heart began to pound. Resulting in her mind getting very, very sharp. 

“Apparently not.”

“But Deis—” she started before what had just happened replayed visually in her mind.

We stepped out of the building, and they had already been here.

So, they had to have known where we went.

They must’ve followed Ed with the Porsche.

Or did they do more?

Tapped my phone like Deis did?

Tapped. Phones. Antennas.

Why are they having those antennas on the car?

I fell.

And there it was.

“Deis, wait.”

“What is it?”

She opened the door. Aside from the night air streaming into the car, accompanied by the typical nighttime Manhattan buzz, the motor grumbled in a sweet, deep, even peaceful sound. A sound that normally would have thrilled her, but right now, everything in her was focused on something else. Something that made her heart pulsate even faster within the second of realization.

She got out, not without a little flinch from the pain of putting weight on her ankle, lay down flat again on the sidewalk, and sure as hell, there it was, with a single blue light shining onto the concrete under the car. She gripped the black box, forcefully ripped it off, and held it up for Deis to see.

“Jammer,” he said. “The antennas, they’re for jamming a signal, the car or whatever. Emma, seriously, how⁠—”

“I just have a visual memory,” she told him and stood up to lean into the car. “And when I tripped, I didn’t process it because I was so humiliated, but I just revisited it in my mind–they were too obvious. So, they must be professional. They must be sure to have the power, don’t they?”

“Have I ever told you how wonderful that mind of yours is?” said Deis with a little flicker of admiration in his eyes.

She only smiled. It was one of the best compliments ever. Because her mind was the only thing she loved about herself. Most of the time at least. Right now, however, something else had taken over her mind. Maybe the thrill, maybe the rush from the past days, and she did something fundamentally stupid.

She pushed herself off the car, took a step back so she faced the people sitting in the Audi directly.

“Emma—” she heard Deis say, but it was too late.

She lifted her arm with the jammer in her hand, waved it, the nastiest smile she could do on her face, before she showed them the middle finger and threw the jammer with all the force she had in their direction. She had no hope of hitting them, so the surprise was big when it hit the front window directly in the middle.

Congratulating herself internally for her own stupid smugness, she hopped back into the car to a grinning Deis. His eyes filled with fire.

“You know how badass you are, ma belle, right?”

She just giggled. It was the most badass thing she had ever done. Well, except for everything that happened with Carl and her father. Maybe I am more badass than I give myself credit for. It was probably the exhilaration now streaming through her body speaking.

And then Deis drove.

The Audi, of course, followed.

“Ed is behind them; there are also two other tails following, just in case.”

“You and Ed, you have quite the history, don’t you?”

“We do.”

He did not elaborate further, concentrating on driving.

“Might get a bit wild, Em, hope your stomach is—” but she interrupted him.

“It is, I fucking love cars, the faster the better. And if I’d have a second, third and fourth life, I’d become a rally driver.”

He chuckled. “We’ll see to that.” And with it, things got messy.

The motor roared as he sped the car around the corner, over a red light, into the wrong direction of a one-way street, narrowly avoiding a parked car.

He then drove crisscross through the streets, and she wondered how long it would take until the police would catch up with them. Nonetheless, the Audi followed, although there were some very risky maneuvers involved. Until they turned the corner to 59th St., it just vanished.

“Where did they go?”

“I don’t know, let’s get home, Ed is behind us.”

And then it happened.

As they passed 6th Avenue, blinding lights sped towards them from the left and crashed at full speed into the driver’s side. The noise was ear-shattering as the airbags exploded around them. She could not hear or see anything anymore; everything around her spun. A buzzing noise in her head diminished her ability to think and sense in general.

Deis.

Desperately, she tried to orient herself, but everything in her head buzzed.

Breathe. Think. Sense.

Finally, she lifted her head. Slowly, she turned to the driver’s seat, and what she saw was horrible. Pulling-the-rug-under-her-feet-horrible. The door had crushed Deis, and blood was everywhere. On the airbags, his face, and as she lifted her arm to get the seatbelt off, she recognized herself being full of blood too.

“Deis!”

Leaning over, she tried for a pulse, but she couldn’t find any. And then the airbag on his side caught fire.

No, no, no!

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

This can’t be happening.

The unmistakable smell of burned flesh trailed into her nose.

Fuck!

Focus.

Focus your fucking mind.

And then things became very quiet.

So quiet, the shots suddenly resounding around them shattered her ears. It was too much. Too loud.

Ed was behind us. Two other tails. They will get us out of here. They’ll see. They’ll hear.

Sirens. I can hear sirens.

“Deis, you need to be alive, you need to live, we have to get out of here,” she shrieked, trying to pull him away. 

And then, he groaned.

The relief spreading through her body was unimaginable.

“You’ll be alright. We’ll be alright. We’ll get out of this car, and then we’ll be alright.”

Suddenly, the shooting stopped. Her door was ripped open, and someone grabbed her.

No. No. No. This can’t be happening. And for whatever reason, the weirdest thoughts and images streamed through her mind. She saw herself riding her bike for the first time. And falling. The day she jumped into Paint River without being able to swim. It had been so thrilling. The night she found her father’s hidden files in the attic. The same night, she pulled the trigger. The relief. The day she met Deis. His touch. The night in Central Park. With its glorious rush of feeling alive. Alive.

Deis. There it was, the moment where everything changed. The moment she understood that she fell fast forward into something above her head.            

‘You. It’s waiting for you, Emma.’  Those had been his words. His. Deis. No. Èlyas LeBlanc. LeBlanc. And that very moment, she knew where she had seen it before.

No fucking way.

But it was.

I told you, Deis, I told you they’d come for me. And now they did. With full force.

And everything went pitch black.
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DEIS
PLAYLIST: LOSING MY RELIGION - BELLSAINT


Pain like he had never felt before consumed him. There was no up, no down, no left, no right, no being, no non-being. Just pain. Pain, slowly eating his insides like flames. Not only his insides but his entire body. The pain wasn’t only physical anymore. It was the pain of failing her. The pain of not being able to protect her.

“Deis!”

Emma.

“Deis, you need to be alive, you need to live.”

Please be okay.

You got to be okay.

If I die, it does not matter, but you need to be okay.

They are waiting for you.

You need to live.

“You’ll be alright. We’ll be alright.  We’ll get out of this car, and then we’ll be alright.”

Your voice.

Ma belle.

Promise me you’ll be okay.

Promise me.

I will watch you from the other side.

Waiting for you.

Until we meet in the next life.

I’ll search for you, and if I have to unravel the entire galaxy, I will find you.

And then there was only nothingness.

No pain.

No thoughts.

No memories.

Just nothing.

Goodbye, ma belle. I’ll find you.
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The surgical smell of a hospital streamed into his nose before he opened his eyes, only to be blinded by the light spots above him.

Focusing on his hearing, several rustling noises trailed into his ears, as well as faraway chattering and a constant beeping noise.

Hospital.

So, they got me out.

Emma.

“Emma…” he groaned out.

Caught between two worlds, he tried to get up, hitting several hands out of the way.

I need to get to her.

Where is she?

“Mr. DeBarra, you need to calm down, right now, or I will have to use a tranquilizer,” told an unknown voice to him.

“Where is she…Emma…where…” And as he tried to get up once more, he was pushed down once again.

“Sir, you need to hold still, your injuries are extensive, they need treatment and rest. Your detail is right here, but you need to calm down. The crash was extensive, and you have major second-degree burns; we need to treat them.”

“Deis.” Edwards. “We have everyone on it; they took her. But you need to get yourself treated. The car went up in flames; it was a tight spot.”

Fuck. They took her.

“How long?”

“Three hours, twenty-four minutes. We are pulling every resource. You will get yourself treated. Sam and I are on it; we all are. You are of no help at all in your state.”

I messed up. I shouldn’t have taken her out. Now she’s paying for it.

Knowing it was the worst pain of it all. Not the burned skin being peeled from his body, no. It was knowing it was his fault. All of it. And feeling it stabbed him in the chest, so real he had to groan.

“I wanna know everything that’s going on, we only have twenty-four hours.”

“I know, Deis. I know. Not the first time, not the last. We always get them out.”

“This is Richard and Delilah themselves; it’s different.”

And as Ed didn’t answer, he asked, “Where are we, by the way?”

“Eleven West, sir.”

So, Ed was already on his way. Leaving him here with his mind in agonizing pain–in his body as much as his soul.

“Finish this, fast.”

“Sir—”

“Two hours.” He wouldn’t stay a minute longer.

“There is no chance we can get all those wounds treated in two hours, sir.”

“Be creative. Get whatever resources you need, whatever it costs, but I’ll leave this hospital in two hours. Clock’s ticking.”

Exactly two hours later, he heaved himself off the bed. A team of ten had worked on him, and his left side, his arm, his leg, and even his neck and face were now cleaned, covered, and had pumped him with pain meds, as the physical pain slowly found its way back into his consciousness. Only none of it mattered. The only thing that mattered was Emma.

So, while he walked without another word to the door, he already had the phone out, calling Ed.

“I’m there now. They took in the driver of the car that crashed into you. The rest are dead or gone,” Ed told him.

“Which station? Get them, now!” he roared.

“Deis, calm the fuck down and rest. You won’t be any help dead.”

Opening the door of the room, he saw Jorge standing in front of him.

“Get me the bastards, or heads will roll!” he barked through the phone at Ed. “And stop fucking lecturing me on rest, we have to find her, now.”

“Deis, you want me to shoot down the entire police station to get him out?” asked Ed rhetorically.

“Yes!”

“No, you don’t. Think, Deis. Think! You are blinded right now. We know who it was.”

“But we don’t know where and how! How could it happen, Ed? We had three teams on standby!”

“They had more. It’s as easy as that. They had not only ten times the manpower, but they were lethal. You can be more than glad they thought you dead; otherwise, none of us would breathe anymore.”

“FUCK!!!”

“Jaz is doing her best, but they jammed every feed.”

“Of course they did. They are pros.”

“There are some bits and pieces we have, Jaz is putting them together, and I’ll get the driver out. Have some patience. They won’t kill her, not until they know she doesn’t know anything.”

“We have twelve more hours max. She won’t hold longer, not if pros are involved.”

“You should give her more credit, she’s a tough one. It was her finding the jammer.”

If you’d be standing in front of me, you’d have a fist in your face.

“No one will hurt her,” he barked. “Everyone who does will have their head sliced off. Get me something, or I will shoot that station down personally.” A nurse stared disturbed at him as he roared his words through the hospital’s hallway.

But he did not care. The thought of Emma getting hurt consumed him with a stabbing sensation in his chest. It definitely was Delilah and Richard’s doing, meaning they would take any means necessary. The only thing keeping her alive will be them believing her to know more. But it won’t take them long to find out she doesn’t.

When he entered the war room thirty minutes later, twelve pairs of eyes stared in shock at him.

“D,” said Jaz, who caught herself first, and he was with her within the second. “Look, it’s all over the media by now; they jammed all the traffic cams, but it was quite the disturbance. People posted photos, the media has some of them, and I was able to get you some clear images by cutting them together.”

She pulled up several photos of two men and a woman.

Damn.

The rest were unrecognizable, but the sheer number of attackers made it clear they hadn’t stood a chance. They had been outnumbered and outplayed, equipped with military gear, fully stacked.

“Who are they?” he asked.

“I have absolutely no clue. Although we have some shots, there’s literally nothing in any of the databases. They are like ghosts.”

“FUCK!” he roared through the whole room, so loud his ears resounded from it.

“There is only one thing I can tell you,” said Jaz, totally unaffected by his outburst. “The way they proceeded. No traces, no marks, not even a single bullet, no casualties. They cleaned up. Except for the driver.”

I am supposed to find him.

“It’s a message.”

“Or a trap,” said Sam.

“I don’t give a fuck. Get the team ready, I’m doing it myself.”

“Deis!”

“Shut it, Sam, I don’t care what happens. I don’t care if I die or lose everything; the only thing I care about is getting Emma out. And I will shoot down everyone in my way, friend or foe, do you understand?” The blind rage cooking in his chest engulfed his entire body in a black void of pure hate. 

Sam cocked a brow at him but was otherwise absolutely unimpressed by his threat and said, “Alright. Jaz, get the plans, have the team ready.”

“No. There is no time for a plan.” And with it, he went for the hidden door where the armory was hidden. “I’m going to shoot that place down.” There was nothing to lose anymore.

“You will not do such a thing,” said Sam, calmly but very sharply.

“Watch me.”

“Deis! Think! Think! What do you think she’ll do when you get her and she finds out you shot down an entire police station?”

Silence.

“Exactly. She will hate and condemn you forever. There is a darkness so dark, you will never see the light again. And if you go down that road, you will be consumed by it. You will be alone. Forever.”

FUCK YOU, Sam. FUCK YOU!

“But she’ll be alive.”

“She will be alive the other way, too. They expect the anger, Deis. They expect you to freak. So be strategic. Do what they do not expect.”

The rage in him burned his heart into a cold, conscienceless mess because Sam had a point, and he hated it. 

“What do you advise?” he asked Sam through gritted teeth without looking at him, his hand still on the pushing mechanism to the secret weapon storage.

“We con him out. Either with a hack or in transit.”

“Transit won’t happen so fast—” he said and stopped, turned round, only to see Sam staring at him very intensely. “You want to fake the transit.”

“Yes.”

He closed his eyes for a moment, trying to relieve what ate at his heart, trying to focus.

I can’t live without her.

I need her.

If there’s the slightest chance of being with her again.

She’d haunt my soul through the entire universe if I act from blind rage.

And he saw her smile in his mind, threatening him. 

Let it go.

Let the fucking rage go.

You are a fucking strategist.

“Alright, let’s roll.”

I’m coming for you, ma belle.
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Their two black GMC SUVs came to a halt with squeaking tires directly in front of the police station. Edwards and three of his men swept out of the cars into the police station, properly dressed and behaving in their best FBI manner.

They had agreed on him staying behind, due to the very prominent burn dressing residing on his face, only intervening if absolutely necessary to not draw any kind of attention or suspicion. It was something that didn’t come easily to him, as all he wanted to, from the bottom of his heart, was to let the violent urge break free.

But, and Sam had a point here, it was essential for their strategy. And as much as he wanted to kill everyone right now, he had a rule. A rule, which was his highest and only rule he played by: Only to kill those who did awful things. The killers, the abusers, the ruthless. 

To the outside world, he was the secret fairy, the shadow judge for those who had failed. He could still remember the day he made the decision to become what he was now. It had been a cold January night during a weeklong retreat he held in Vancouver with five hundred people.

It had been a forty-three-year-old woman, Jeanne Orden, mother of three, breaking down in one of the meditations, living once again through the trauma she had gone through. Her then-husband, Vance, a notable police officer, had drugged and gang-raped her multiple times. The husband had sold photos and videos of it online to finance his lifestyle, his gambling, and the many young women he held like prizes.

Jeanne had gone to the police, but when they raided the husband, they did not find a single trace. Therefore, she was accused of defaming the notable officer and being a gold-digger. Following it, she lost everything. She got depressed, was suicidal, and half a year later was diagnosed with stage three cancer in her brain. She came to the retreat through her last friend, her children’s godmother, who had gifted her the retreat in the hope of helping her gain her will to fight and live again, at least for the sake of her children.

Said friend had attended many of his retreats. She had been his first success case and was from day one of the testimonials promoting his work. She herself had healed several conditions and created the life she wanted.

Then, in January of 2015, she introduced Jeanne personally to him on the retreat. And when he had heard Jeanne’s story, when he usually didn’t care, he had been in full rage. Rage over the injustice of how some men hide their abusive behavior, just like Richard. It reminded him of Richard’s doings and the way he used women and children.

That night changed many things. Like yesterday, he could still smell the clean winter air that night when he stood in the back entrance to that huge hotel, staring up at the mountains covered in snow. He had taken out the phone, called Sam, and told him matter-of-factly what they needed to do.

From there on, they did not only go after Gamma but brought justice to a world of injustice, which was truly satisfying.  And most of all, it gave him control.

Jeanne’s ex-husband met his maker not a week after. The official story was that Jeanne’s husband had killed himself, revealing the truth of his wrongdoing.

The true story was that he had set Jaz on it with her exceptional skills, finding every single digital and physical footprint of someone that made the National Security Agency court her many times. But Jaz was not interested in working for a government of any kind, due to her history. Since then, Jaz played a cat-and-mouse game with several agencies, which made her, with her skill set, a target. Back then, Sam had offered resources, and Jaz had been their most trusted person for many years, aside from Ed, who was family by now.

Regarding Jeanne, Jaz had found a secret storage where the abusive husband kept all the material. Jaz had also taken care of restoring Jeanne’s name and bringing every other man who had been part of the rapes to prosecution. But what they found was even better than he had ever believed to find. Because Jeanne’s husband had been in business with Richard DeBarra, and Jeanne was just one of many others.

Breathe and remember why you do it, he told himself. The little excursion into the past helped him breathe off some of the steam. Sam had a point. And he had to focus.

So fucking breathe.

In and out.

And finally, the chains around his chest, filled with anger, let go of him.

The faked papers they had constructed for the cops were flawless, and sure as hell, fifteen minutes later, his team came out with the guy, handcuffed, and while putting a black sack over his head during the walk, they placed him in the rear seat next to him.

You little fucker will get what you deserve, and if I have to, I’ll skin you myself.

The ride to the holding site took them half an hour, and as they entered the abandoned warehouse, his anticipation grew—anticipation of releasing the fury still circling through his veins. 

Ed heaved the man out of the car, dragged him inside, and threw him onto a chair to tie him to it.

It was then that his phone rang. When he stared at the display, the world around him disappeared.
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: FIGHT FOR SURVIVAL - KLERGY


Coldness.

Darkness.

Pain.

A loud moan from the crushing sensation in her entire body echoed through the room from wherever she was lying. The loudness of her own sound immediately shattered through her ears. There was nothing, not even the tiniest of lights to see; she could not even see her own hands—just nothing.

The temperature in the room was so low that shivers ran over her body.

My body.

She let her hands glide over her limbs, her hands equally icy as her legs and arms. And as she lifted herself from whatever she lay on, a heavy pull on her neck and throat made her squeak in pain.

Her hands wandered up to her neck, only to find a thick metal collar around it. Trailing it with her hand, there was a chain attached, leading into what was an ice-cold stone wall next to her.

Fuck.

Where the hell am I?

Everything was so distorted, with the absence of sound and vision, that she felt like she no longer existed.

I am still alive, am I? Or is this some kind of hell?

Another shudder ran down her spine from the almost freezing room she was placed in.

Room. This is more like a dungeon.

With her hands, she trailed over the wall and onto some kind of fabric she was placed on. It might have been a mattress many years before, but now it had holes in it, and the smell of it was disgusting.

Smell.

A slightly metallic smell mingled with the scent of an overused, uncleaned toilet. All in all, it was safe to say she wasn’t the first to be held here.

Okay, focus.

If you got in, there must be a way out.

And she trailed over the chain to where it was attached to the wall and pulled hard at it. Not expecting it to move, but at least she could rule that out. On her neck was a keyhole for the collar, so someone had a key.

Key.

There must be a door here.

Slowly, she got up and explored the wall with her fingers. Five small steps until the chain pulled on her collar. Kneeling, she could get a step further with her feet, only to reach another wall, which she explored with her bare feet. Getting back up, she almost stumbled over the dirty mattress and explored the other side of her prison. There was a hole in the stone floor in which she nearly tripped, and from the smell coming from it, it was exactly what she thought it to be. Disgust almost made her gag as she wanted nothing more than to sanitize her bare feet. It was like a medieval cell. At least that’s what she imagined it to be like.

Trailing further over the wall, the material changed. Instead of the cold stones, her fingertips could feel wood and metal, but her chain would not let her go any further. Leaning a bit further, the collar’s edges dug painfully into her skin.

Fuck!

She got back to the mattress and let herself sink down. Here, the metallic smell was so much more present, and as she sniffed, she assumed it to be blood.

Is it mine? Probably.

To check, she let her palms glide over her body. When she reached her forearm, she jumped from the pain.

Fuck.

There was a major wound. It had a crust on it, but she did not want to touch it.

If I survive this, an infection from this dunghole will definitely kill me. If.

“Damn it, Deis. I told you they’d come for me,” she cursed at him in a whisper.

Deis.

Another shudder ran down through her entire body just thinking of him.

You need to be alive. You must.

Think, Em. Think.

Edwards and the team knew what had happened. They were there. They might have gotten him out and witnessed where and how they took me.

And if not?

They will figure it out.

Deis has so many resources.

I just need to survive, give them time.

And not go insane in here.

Usually, fear would have gotten the best of her. But she was pumped with adrenaline right now—a state she had to use to make a plan. The voices in her head went above and beyond with the wildest theories.

Focus!

Richard and Delilah are most likely behind it.

Deis drew a target on my back. So, they believe me to know stuff from my father. And this right here might be a way to weaken me. Torture makes people spill secrets.

They’re trying to break me.

Fuck.

It was essential she kept her sanity. So it was silence, or she had to say something to get herself out. What if she’d tell them Deis only used her, and she didn’t know a damn thing? That it was all him? But something in her insides clenched as if something told her not to go this way. So, she had to play the other card, that she knew more?

What was it Deis said he had against them? Richard raping a young woman and disposing of her afterwards? And Delilah fucking with a 17-year-old?

Maybe I can use that against them?

What I need is time.

Stall them, told a voice in her mind her.

She had no clue how much time had passed, but just from the awful sensations in her body, it was quite a bit. Hunger, thirst, and the accompanying feeling of desperation had been with her for a while now. With the desperation also came the fear. Fear of being left here to die. And things worse than death.
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When she woke again, it was with a buzzing pain in her abdomen.

“Wake up, bitch!”

Urgh. She groaned internally as she tried to come to reality. Not only did her abdomen hurt, but everything else did too. There was a throbbing pain in her arm, her neck felt like someone had cut it open, and her legs felt numb.

Everything around her was still pitch black.

Focus.

Cold stone under her.

So, I’m still in that dunghole.

Still chained.

“Good, you’re awake.”

Male voice.

One I don’t know.

“Listen to me very carefully, you will tell me everything you know, or you will learn what pain is, you filthy rat.”

Richard. It can only be Richard DeBarra. How is it even possible he is here? Shouldn’t he be held in interrogation?

“Spill–” another kick hit her in her abdomen, “–or you will⁠—”

“I don’t think so,” she coughed out through gritted teeth from the pain. It was a decision of seconds. Silence would not get her anywhere, and her body would not be able to stand any more pain. Although she was used to pain, there was something going on in her body that did not feel right.

“And what makes you think that I will not bring down every resource I have on you?” asked the man.

“Because you want something from me, and I will not give it to you under these circumstances.

Beat me to death, by all means, but then, you’ll never know, will you?” she said with a shaking voice, trying to be as convincing as possible.

Please, please let it work. Please.

For a short moment, there was silence.

“You are much bolder than you appear. Birds told me you were a fragile little girl, so I don’t believe you.”

Her heart sank momentarily.

Fragile. It can’t be. Can’t. There is only one person who has ever used that word. Julie. But it can’t be. Can’t. It has to be a coincidence. Has to. Only there had been way too many coincidences of late. And Julie had been in a relationship with Carl. Carl. It had to be Carl. Who had spied on her through Julie.

“What birds?” she asked, trying to keep her head level.

“Doesn’t matter, I want to know how much you know and how much is Deis’ doing. I don’t see you made him fall for you, more the other way round. You’re a nobody, and your father was like family to me. So, either your father betrayed me, or Deis did, which one is it?”

A hand gripped a chunk of her hair and pulled her up and back. Her scalp hurt so badly; it was almost as if the skin separated itself from her skull. She would so fucking die in here.

Just at that moment, a maniacal laughter went over her lips. There just was no way she would survive until Deis found her, and in the absurdity of the moment, she had to laugh. All her life, she walked the edge of dying, and now, that it was so near, she wanted nothing more than to live.

Richard let go of her, and she fell onto the hard, cold ground with overwhelming pain.

“Let’s try a different approach than,” said Richard, leaning down on her. He could feel his breath against her skin. “You have no idea who I am and what I have done to become who I am, and I will not have a little bitch like you ruin my legacy, so here’s the thing. Speak, or I will have my son rip you apart. By all means, he is extraordinarily good at destroying cunts like you, or I might just do it myself, haven’t had a treat lately,” he said with a dark arrogance in his tone.

A part of her had to swallow hard. Because right this moment, she was a hundred percent sure she would not make it out alive here. And that made her, for the weirdest reasons, bold.

“Do it, come on,” she said, “You’ll kill me anyway, why should I talk? Do it. But let me warn you, you will then learn firsthand what it means to exist in a living hell,” she spat out daringly. Fuck me with fragile.

She could still feel his breath against her skin, which was almost pleasant because everything else was so damn cold. But then, she could sense something had changed. The temperature in the room dropped even further, as if an icy veil fell onto her.

Breathing.

More breathing.

Heavy breathing.

She could sense him like a wild animal readying itself for attack.

“Mhhhhhm,” he breathed darkly through the silence.

Suddenly he moved his hand to pull her up and close by the chain on her neck. Out of pain, she searched for something to hold on to and grasped around, only to feel his legs being right in front of her.

“Didn’t your daddy teach you not to tease a hungry lion?” he whispered in her ear while sniffing her out.

There she knelt in front of probably the most dangerous man alive, chained. Something in her snapped.

“No,” she whispered back and leaned slightly forward to test how much room his grip on the chain left.

And then, her voice became very, very silent.

“He taught me that there’s nothing worse than what he did to me.”

And with it, she punched full force to where hopefully his balls were.

From the sound he made and the single moment when the pull on her chain loosened, she grasped the chain, pulled, and then tried to stand up to get the chain around his neck. At least that had been her plan.

Only problem was that her legs did not allow her.

“Don’t you dare, bitch,” resounded Richard’s angry voice through the room, and in that very moment, she was grasped by the neck and her face collided with the stone ground before everything became nothingness.
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DEIS
PLAYLIST: BLOOD ON MY NAME – THE BROTHERS BRIGHT


When he stared at his phone’s display, everything in him became quiet. An icy shudder ran down his spine, followed by heat. Because he was one hundred percent sure whose voice he’d hear the moment he picked up. He walked into a backroom of the warehouse. Ed followed him.

“It’s them, Emma’s phone, get whatever you can,” he ordered Jaz before he tapped the green button.

“Hello Deis,” resounded Richard DeBarra’s voice through the speaker. “Quite the mess you made.”

That very second, blind rage filled him, consumed him. There was nothing remotely similar he had ever felt. The dare Richard had. How was he even able to walk free after all the feds had, and Richard still managed to get him?

Control your anger, he tried to calm himself down and breathed in a single breath of air before he spoke.

“No, Richard, you made that mess all by yourself; I was only a mere messenger. Apparently, the message wasn’t clear enough as they let you walk.”

A laughter resounded through the phone. “It’s all about knowing the right people, Deis, but I guess you already knew that.”

He did not answer. From what they knew, Richard DeBarra was still being interrogated.

“What do you want, Richard? Why are you calling?” he asked instead.

“What I want is many things. First of all, I don’t believe a damn thing about your little show. She might be Derrick’s daughter, but Derrick was family, and he never would’ve betrayed me. So, it was you and she will pay for it.”

His heart sank because he had seen how far Richard was willing to go. He had witnessed him torture people without getting his own hands dirty, but by manipulating everyone around him. By finding the ruthless and pushing them over the edge for his own gain.

Focus. Focus your mind. Do it for her, he told himself. He needed to keep his head level.

“I am family, too, remember?”

A derogatory laugh roared through the speaker.

“Just because I made you take her does not make you family. I never trusted you. Derrick, however, had all my trust and still has.”

Anger roared through his system, screaming for a release that would bring hell down on that nasty bastard like he did not even believe possible. It took him all his power to keep the anger out of his voice and appear as unaffected as possible. He had to. He had to. For her.

“Yes, you made me take your name, but let’s be real, it was her. Delilah was the one who begged you for me. There are many things you apparently don’t know.” Richard breathed in heavily. Good. Really good.

“Shall I start? With Delilah fucking with Jimmy’s son? He’s seventeen, by the way. Want some photos? Have a look in your inbox,” he said and glanced at Ed, who already nodded and was on it.

He waited another moment before he spoke again to give Richard some time to open the files.

“As you see, your dear daughter started it, not I. So, I took Emma, eye for an eye.” In truth, he couldn’t care less who Delilah fucked or not, but in Richard’s world, it would mean everything, so he was more than willing to play that card.

“And then,” he continued as Richard did not speak, ”I learned who Emma is and what she knows. Because of what she knows, I am certain to say, it will not only destroy you and your legacy, no, it will destroy everything else, too.”

His last words had become very silent. It was a threat, a threat that hopefully would do its magic.

“You know, Deis, I don’t do well with threats,” said Richard darkly, and a scream resounded through the speaker. Her scream. It was so crushing that if he had a heart, he’d feel the pain, but there was only blind rage consuming him. No one would hurt her. No one. Except for him, and only when she wanted him to. But he had to stay calm. He couldn’t go over the edge because wherever she was right now, he didn’t know, and the only way to find her was through Richard or Delilah. 

He glanced at Ed, inquiring the trace with his eyes as he was online with Jaz, but he only shook his head. Fuck.

He closed his eyes just for a second. On his skin, goosebumps appeared as it took him all his willpower to stuff his anger into that vault in his chest that would contain every emotion and feeling he ever had. It was time to store away every last bit of it. He could not feel right now.

When he spoke, it was with a coldness in his voice that was not only like ice but also absolutely impassive. He had to make it so.

“You know what, Richard, make her pay, I couldn’t care less. She’s nothing more than a strategy, a source, Richard,” and while he spoke, something in him ached because he knew it wasn’t the truth, and while he lied on a pathological level every day, somehow, with her, it was hard, even if it was about her. But it had to be this way. It had to. “Let me warn you. I’ve seen, I’ve heard, and I know what else she has,” he continued, “You’ll never recover from it. You will land in living hell, and your contacts won’t bring you anything, believe me.”

“Funny,” said Richard in a contemptuous tone, “She said the same thing. Exactly the same thing.”

“Because she knows. She is Derrick’s daughter, Richard. Derrick’s daughter. Do I need to freshen up your memory on what secrets Derrick vanished for you?”

There was a moment of silence, and he thought of dropping the name of Denny Dumont, but something–might have been sheer instinct–told him not to.

When Richard spoke, his voice was filled with cold-blooded arrogance. “No one touches me, no one. Have you forgotten who I am, Deis? I am Richard DeBarra.”

“No, Richard, I haven’t. Actually, I know exactly who you are,” he almost whispered his words now so darkly as he wanted nothing more than to slowly drain the life out of that bastard’s body. “And because I know that you will let Emma walk, unharmed, because you haven’t even remotely had the full force of the universe come down on you.”

Just saying her name made something in his chest swirl, even though he had put every last emotion and feeling into his inner vault. Whatever it was, he could not deny it, because never had he not been able not to feel. To store his emotions aside came as naturally to him as breathing. Normally.

Maniacal laughter left Richard, telling him everything.

“You laugh now,” he continued, “but wait till I stick a rifle so far up your ass that your own shit splatters from your head when I pull the trigger. And believe me, that will be the nicest thing I will do to you,” he said with a dark growl, imagining his words vividly.

“You’re cute, Deis. Very creative. But see, I have friends in many powerful places; there is nothing you can put on the table that will cause any of that,” said Richard in his arrogant voice.

“One word is all I need to put on the table, Richard. One word. Shall we make a bet? Because I say after that, none of your contacts will bring you anything, because they are all going down with you. And not just Baker and all the other idiots in the White House, but everyone. We have them all.”

Silence. Ed’s eyes flashed at him; he knew exactly what he was to say. They had worked for years for this moment. And now, it was time.

And he let Richard stir in that silence for even longer, to take in the moment and just feel the victory.

“You wanna hear it?” he then asked.

More silence.

“Guess that’s a yes then,” he said and paused. Just for the fun of it, because he would win. This was his revenge. And when he had Emma back, Richard would learn his full force come down on him.

Before he spoke again, he breathed in three times. And as Richard did not stop him, he opened his mouth to let the all-deciding word come over his lips. It came silently. Controlled.

“Cleopatra.”

The silence on the other end had changed. It went from a tactical silence to a heavy one, accompanied by an audible swallow.

Good. Very good.

“You’re bluffing,” said Richard, but his voice wasn’t smug anymore. 

“No, Richard, I am not bluffing. Where shall I begin?” His voice was now sneering from superiority. He had him by the balls. “Moscow, Hong Kong, Tehran, Berlin, Amsterdam, London?”

“These are just city names; they prove nothing.”

“No, Richard, they are not just city names. And you know that. We have everything. Photos. Videos. Files. Traces. Money. And most of all, we have the victims.”

It was such a liberating feeling, finally putting everything on the table. How often he had imagined the moment, this exact moment. And now, it was finally there.

“Lost your words? Let me speak for you, then. If Emma is not back safe and unharmed within the next thirty minutes, the world will know about Cleopatra. I have known about it for years, Richard. I knew about it since Vance Orden. It was I, Richard, I, who brought him down and watched you ever since.”

As Richard still didn’t speak another word, he continued. “So, here’s what will happen. You will tell me exactly where she is, leave her unharmed, and you will never touch her again. My team and I will get her, unharmed, unwatched, unfollowed. If only one thing does not go as planned, everything will be released, to the best investigative journalists as much as the feds in every single county. Do you understand? It'll all be gone, the money, the goods, the power. You will rot in hell. And this is just the beginning, because there is no hellhole deep enough that I can’t find you, and when I do, oh heaven forbid, you’ll wish to have died that night in Amsterdam while your skin drops from your bones like melted ice.”

An immense satisfaction spread through his chest with the last words. Just imagining him dying did all the magic. How long had he waited for the day to come when he’d finally vanish Richard from this earth in the slowest possible and most painful way?

And then Richard laughed. A crazy, maniacal laughter that made a shudder of ice run down his spine. When Richard finally spoke, his voice was so dark, yet with a crazy laugh in there, he sensed that Richard had gone down a road of no return. “Say goodbye, Deis. Like I said, I don’t do well with threats.”

A scream beyond every possibility resounded through the phone before it went quiet. The scream cracked something in him open. Everything he had stored in his vault, somewhere deep in his soul and heart, burst out and consumed him in a hurricane of internal turmoil. While his body was only a shell by now, he just stared into the vast emptiness of the universe. Everything in him froze. The world disappeared as there was only a single thing in him anymore: Rage. Blind rage grounded him to that round mass of water and stone he still resided on.

Consumed by the darkness engulfing his being, he breathed in and out.

Once.

Twice.

Thrice.

When he lifted his hand, it was a million light-years away. Everything was very, very far away. A muffled pounding resounded in his head.

It was time to kill.

All of them.

There would be no heaven and no morning for them. There would be no redemption and no mercy.

Because he would not only make the appointment with their maker, no, he would be the judge and the executer, too. 
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When he was finally able to focus his eyes again, he stared into Ed’s. Ed stood still in front of him, staring at him from over his laptop’s display. Ed knew exactly what was going on in him, and they would go down a road that would leave a bloody trail behind them to an extent the world hadn’t seen before.

There would be no mercy; there would not even be one of Richard DeBarra’s people alive in the morning, and Richard himself would hang skinned alive for the public to see. Just imagining it took some of the weight residing like a crushing steel press on him.

“Did you get anything?” he asked Ed, who had the laptop open, probably to get a trace.

Ed signalled him to get over, so he walked over and stared at the laptop’s display. Then Ed held his hand out. Not knowing what he wanted, he set to ask, opened his mouth, but Ed silenced him with a finger on his lips before Ed took the phone from his hand. 

What is that about? He asked himself and tried his best to let the question show nonverbally on his face.

Ed, however, did not answer but plugged the phone into the laptop, and whatever he did, it looked very strange. He had learned that if Ed was onto something, he’d listen; he let him. Usually.

Ed then walked out of the backroom, to the car, got something from it, and returned. He recognized it as another phone. Even he could count one and one together. Apparently, there was something going on with his phone. It took minutes and minutes. He almost got annoyed until Ed finally spoke as he unplugged both phones.

“Jaz could not find the origin of the call, because the call jumped several networks and towers, but, and that is the only notable thing, it was not Emma’s phone from which Richard called. They spoofed your phone with the call.”

“They what?”

“The call was made to have you answer. They faked the Caller ID on your phone to show that it was Emma, but it was not. It was a call from a different number. And when you answered the call, you actually installed spying malware on your phone.”

I’ll be damned.

“They are trying to track you. Jaz did her magic in the background, and she mirrored your old phone while the new one is an image of your old one before the malware was infiltrated.” Ed handed him the new phone.

“So, they tried to listen?” he asked, anger still stirring in them.

“Not only listen, but read and trace, too. But Jaz is playing them now, and we can speak freely.”

“So, am I right to believe they will be here soon?” he asked, already picturing blowing up the entire building.

“I believe so,” answered Ed.

“Good,” he said absently. “Let’s give them a warm welcome then.”
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When she woke again, there was only pain. Unbelievable pain. Everywhere. In the darkness, she had no idea anymore where up and down were, what day or night it was. Not even how much time had passed.

She tried to move her arm, and with an extraordinary amount of energy, she finally managed to sit up. She let her palms glide over her body, only to find hard, swollen hematomas and scars beneath her clothes on her legs and arms, even on her belly and her back.

Richard. Richard DeBarra.

Slowly, her mind became focused again.

What was the last thing she remembered?

The moment he had hit her face into the ground. There was a hit with something leathery. And with a chain. And then everything had gone blank again.

Everything is so fucking cold.

Maybe it was better she didn’t remember. And perhaps she’d die soon; it wouldn’t matter then anyway.

Crouched into a ball of pain, she rocked herself for a very long time. Her usually racing mind was so dull, even hollow, as if it had been separated from her body and put underwater.

Whatever.

Time passed that could have been hours, minutes, or days; there was nothing she could do or be anymore.

And then, she heard footsteps.

That very moment, her heart began to race, and her mind returned to her body. Entirely focused, it was as if she had woken up from a hundred years of sleep, and she stood up. Which was so fucking painful and very wobbly. 

Footsteps. It either means or…

The scent entering the room was a heavy one, a musky perfume, but with quite a flowery note. Smelling it made the hair on her arms stand up with aversion. It was almost a familiar scent, and all of it shouted for danger in her. It wasn’t the one Richard DeBarra had worn, but somehow, she knew it meant more pain.

There was no light coming in from the door, so the person must have some sort of night vision on, just like she believed Richard had before.

One. Two. Three steps. She counted the footsteps made on the stone floor, her heart beating fast as if it was racing far, far away. Another shudder ran over her as the person entering was with her and gripped her where she stood, only to push her down with force. The person, whom she thought to be a man from the way he breathed and audibly walked, then grasped her wrists, and although she tried everything to get out of his grip, she found herself being handcuffed.

Fuck!

Her painful tries to kick the man ended in the air, and then his hands pulled her by the waist. The man she imagined just from the sensations, the way he touched her, the way he moved, and just from her intuition, was not an older man, but very tall, broad, cold, and calculating.

Suddenly, hands opened her pants and ripped them down.

No way. No fucking way.

And without thinking, she only reacted with the first thing that came to her mind. “I wouldn’t do it if I were you.” Her voice was croaky from disuse and dehydration, but it did not matter.

The man stopped, and in the darkness of the cell with her heightened hearing, she just listened to the man’s breathing. The tension in the room froze the entire situation. So, it had been the right thing to say. For now.

“And why would that be?” shattered the man’s dark and arrogant voice through the silence. It was exactly how she expected it to be. She took a moment to brace herself and collect her thoughts, but it was impossible, so she just followed her instinct.

“Because if anything happens to me, if anyone lays as much of a finger on me, hell will come down on you all.”

“Empty threats. Heard them before, and we don’t believe them to be real.”

Yeah. But whatever.

“Richard told me I could do with you what I want,” said the man, and grasped her further. 

Richard. Fuck. Act.

“You think what went public is all?” she tried in a last attempt. “You will be destroyed before you say Gamma if you touch me ever again,” she tried to threaten the man.

She only hoped the man wasn’t sensing her fear, or just filed it under the fear of being raped. And as he didn’t answer, she added, “You really believe we didn’t expect things like this to happen? That we weren’t prepared?”

Gods, even I don’t believe the bullshit, but I’ve got to. And in her mind, she gave herself a little pep talk. I am Derrick Richardson’s daughter. The daughter of the biggest assholes that wandered the earth, a genius con man, a hitman, a pathological liar. Life braced me for chaos and drama. So, get yourself together, put on a mask, and be bold; you learned to speak asshole from the crib.

With it, she wiggled herself around and tried to pull up her pants, which was, with the handcuffs, somewhat impossible. So, she got herself up into a standing position while she blushed from the humiliation.

“Here’s what you’ll do. You’ll get the cuffs off me, you will get me out of this cell, and let me go, unharmed, unfollowed. Or⁠—”

The laugh echoing from the walls was derogatory. “Or what? You really believe we went through all that to let you go? No, Emma, you will make your last breaths soon, but first, let’s have some fun, shall we?”

“I don’t think so, because if not, the world will know about Delilah’s little affair. The world will know about the young woman raped and disposed of by Richard, and don’t be mistaken, we know everything else. I might not see you right now physically, but believe me, I see you. We see you. We know. And if I am harmed, it will go public. All of it.”

Silence.

Please let it be good silence. Let it be enough. 

The man took a small step forward, and his face was so near hers she could feel his hot breath blowing down onto her cold skin. He was, indeed, tall. The energy surrounding him, now swapped onto her–and it was not a pleasant one. She could feel the danger, feel the contained beast waiting for slaughter. Maybe she did lean herself out of the window too far, and perhaps she’d fall, figuratively. But it was her only chance. She would not have another man rape her. Her father, who had assaulted her. And then Carl. They had both been one too many. And they got what they deserved. They were dead. And that made her fucking brave, because she was not only the judge, she was the executer.

Remember who you are, Em, she told herself in her mind to give herself another push.

“Huh,” breathed the man out, “Richard warned me you’d try this.” His whisper came so near, he had bent down and now was with his mouth directly at her ear. Goosebumps, not of the good sort, pricked her skin. Her heart still pounded in her chest, so strong she almost feared it could be heard in the entire room, and the breaths following it were heavy and fast.

Unable to say why she did it, she tilted her head and leaned into the direction of his face ever so slightly, until her hair and scalp touched something. It confirmed what she suspected; he wore what had to be night vision goggles.

He can’t see your hands right now.

“Then, you are a fool,” she whispered while slowly moving up her cuffed hands, meticulously navigating them not to touch him. “Because you have no idea what will come down on you. And let me be clear, there will come a day when a cell and death will be preferable.”

“Such a big mouth.”

“Because I know what you don’t.”

Do it. Do. It. NOW! she shouted at herself internally.

And without another thought, she hit the goggles with her hands off his head while pulling up her knee with all the force she had, straight into his balls. He bent forward, and with another fast movement, she lifted up her arms only to bring them down full force onto the back of his head and neck with her handcuffs, while simultaneously kicking her knee again, now into his face. And while a loud crack resounded through the cell, the handcuffs dug into his skin. With a heavy groan, he went down.

Good lord, did I really just do that? Her heart hammered against her chest. She waited for the pain to come, but apparently her body was full of adrenaline, so she did not feel anything.

Breathe.

He’s down.

Now, what?

The goggles.

The key for the handcuffs.

She searched his pocket, and sure as hell, she found keys there. It took her quite a moment to find the right one and even more to get the cuffs open. So long, the guy started to groan. And without thinking twice, she punched him hard on what hopefully was his temple. But, as he made no more noises, it seemed to have the intended result.

“Finally,” she breathed out in relief as the cuffs opened.

Within the second, she jumped up, pulled up her pants, and, by stepping over the guy, she crawled over the floor to locate the goggles.

Having her sight back felt amazing.

The cell looked as she had expected it to from her excursion with her fingers. The guy lying on the ground was at least 6 feet 5, had short and yet slightly wavy hair, and his nose was definitely broken, which made her somehow congratulate herself. There was a gun in a holster belt, which she, first of all, removed and put into the back of her pants.

Desperate times.

While she did, she searched his pockets and found a phone.

Good, very good.

But first, there was the matter of the chain connected to her collar. She tried out the other keys on the man’s keychain, and to her desperation, none of them fit.

Maybe I can shoot the chain off?

But then, she reached the last key, and as if something in this universe wanted her to free herself, she opened the metal, digging into her skin up to the point of blood.

Relief spread through her for a single moment.

I might make it out of here.

Now, she took the phone. It was locked, but turning on the light to full, she held it in front of the guy’s face, hoping dearly the broken nose would not interfere with the facial scan. But it unlocked. Just for the fraction of a second, the smallest relief ran through her body that was still on high alert, probably pumped with adrenaline.

She had almost expected to have no cell reception, but it had one bar. Hopefully, it would be enough. It took her no less than three seconds to type in Deis’ number, which she knew because she never forgot a number she had seen. One of the few things she was quite proud of. And then she gasped. Because when she had typed in the number, it displayed Deis DeBarra.

So, they know each other.

It rang.

Once.

Please let him be alive.

Twice.

Please.

Thrice.

“Robert, quite the nerve to call me.”

Her stomach fluttered the moment she heard his voice, and a warmth spread through her entire body.

“Deis,” she whispered. “Gods, you are alive. It’s me.”

“Em!— ” his voice sounded so damn relieved, but she interrupted him. “They took me, I’m in a cell or something. Richard, he…whatever, a guy…did you call him Robert? I got to him by playing a card of what you told me you have on the DeBarra’s, and I knocked him out. I have his phone and his gun; you need to get me out of here.” Words just poured out of her mouth.

“You what? The con-nection -bad, Em.”

“Deis, not the time for questions.” But his reaction made her somehow smirk.

He knows I’m not fragile, what does he think I’ll do?

“Get… the signal right this… We are com… Stay safe. Don’t… anything stupid.”

Fuck, the connection is so bad.

“Deis, I -the connection is so bad, do you know where I am?”

“Yes, upst…, fourt… minu…drive from here. Looks rural, the building seems to be an old mansion. Wai—“ and he paused. She could hear Edwards in the background talking with some pauses as the signal was so weak. “The h… is connec…Robe…. Richard’s son.”

“Hang on, I’m sending you a photo of the guy.”

And she kicked the man from the side onto his back and opened the camera app. The lighting illuminating the darkness almost burned her eyes through the goggles. It took ages until it was finally sent, as she ran around with the phone held high to get a better reception.

The moment it was finally sent, she heard Deis’ voice almost grin through the speaker.

“That is one hell of a broken nose. Remind me not to get on your bad side, ma belle.” And for whatever reason, she had to chuckle.

“I’ll remind you then—” but she broke mid-sentence. There had been a noise outside, resounding through the cell. “Someone is coming,” she whispered as silently as possible, “Mute yourself.”


7


EMMA
PLAYLIST: WITH THE DEVIL I’M GOING DOWN - STEELFEATHER


Her heart raced like shit while she slid the phone into her pocket. Without making a noise, she moved over to the door and hid behind it. That second, the phone in her pocket vibrated softly.

Fuck. The reception must’ve lost. Fuck, fuck, fuck!

There was only one thing she could do. She had to fight for her life. This was surely someone coming to see where Robert was, and that would mean trouble. So, she took out the gun and waited. Waited for whoever would come. The heart in her chest pounded so loud while she stood there with the goggles on. To her, it sounded like magnified drums, and it would surely give her away.

What the hell am I doing here? It’s like in one of those movies. Only I am not the badass heroine, a voice in her mind told her, desperately trying to quieten her down. Well, maybe a little bit, I knocked out a guy at least 6-foot-5.

And then she heard the steps getting closer, strong, loud with main-character vibes. And most of all, they were women’s shoes, she was very sure.

Delilah. It must be. If this is her brother, it’s got to be her.

The air in the room almost sizzled from the suspense she found herself in, because Delilah was sure to be out for some blood, because she was the villain in her story on every level.

The woman who stepped into the room also wore goggles. Her statue was slim, tall, and well-dressed with soft fabric pants and a tucked-in blouse falling softly over her upper body. The woman gazed at what was Robert DeBarra’s body.

Now or never.

And with that, she stepped out of her hiding and pressed the gun directly into the back of the woman’s head. She did not flinch at all, almost as if she either expected it or did not care.

“Hello, Emma,” she said with a calm, almost curious voice. “I think it is time we two have a chat.”

She wants to talk? As if. Stall her, she told herself. Until Deis is here.

“And what would you possibly want to talk about?” she asked her.

“Come,” said Delilah, as she turned and walked out of the cell. “If you want to get out of here alive.”

It’s a trap. Curiosity killed the cat; don’t do it.

But damn, the curiosity pumped her, because there was nothing worse than not knowing. And not only that, she wanted to get out of the dunghole, whatever the price. So, she followed Delilah, gun still drawn and pointing at her while stepping out of the cell into some sort of hallway. Delilah, to her utmost surprise, turned and locked the cell’s door behind them.

“Isn’t that your brother in there?” she asked her incredulously.

“It is. And that’s exactly why I am locking it,” said Delilah with coldness but some sort of satisfactory undertone.

“Why would you do that?” she asked Delilah, still unable to believe her eyes. Her heart hammered against her chest, not in fear, but from a feeling of foreboding which made the hair on her arms stand up.

“Because I have no intention of holding you here. He, however,” and Delilah tilted her head towards the cell. “I’d very much like to empty a full magazine into his chest.”

This is a fucking dream, right?

“But why?” she inquired, and it came out as a whisper. If there had been light and someone had been watching them, it must’ve looked really strange. She saw them from an onlooker’s perspective in her mind, standing there, staring at each other with the goggles on in absolute darkness, while she pointed a gun at Delilah. A gun, which now seemed not that necessary, but she wasn’t entirely sure, as there was still a voice of caution telling her not to trust too quickly. So, she lowered the gun only slightly, still ready to defend and attack if necessary.

“Not here,” said Delilah and made her way to walk down the sort of hallway. She has her back to me. I could easily shoot her and get out of here. But then, she locked in her own brother. Wants to kill him. She walks as an open target; if she wanted to harm me, she would’ve done so immediately, right?

Taking everything into short consideration, she followed her. The moment she did, the phone in her pocket vibrated. Way too loud for Delilah not to hear it.

Shit.

And sure enough, Delilah’s voice echoed through the silence. “Give me the phone.”

Fuck.

“No. I won’t. You will tell me exactly what you want, and we’ll talk,” she answered, trying to keep her shit together. Seriously, what does she believe me to do? Just follow her after kidnapping and torturing me? Surely not.

“And we cannot do so upstairs?” asked Delilah, quite annoyed.

“Who knows what awaits me there, so no. You obviously want something, so spill,” she responded, equally annoyed, yet more demanding. She at least tried to.

“Huh,” said Delilah. “I can see why you piqued Deis’ interest.”

“Seriously?” And she rolled her eyes at Delilah.

“Here’s the thing, Emma, I didn’t take you. Richard did, because he wanted you to pay. And my lovely asshole of a brother is here to do our father’s bidding. I, however, have different plans.”

You’re an asshole, too, Delilah, she thought after everything she heard about her secret doings, the smear campaigns, the games, and the engineered PR.

“What plans?”

“Father tells me, you know a lot more than you should know. He intends you to spill it to him before he kills you. I, on the other hand, want you to make all of it public. I want you to destroy him so that he will end up behind bars in a rotting hole from where he’ll never see daylight, ever, again until he dies there.”

Wait. What?

“Why would you want that?” she asked Delilah incredulously.

“Many reasons, but I will not be his puppet any longer. And as much as I want to hate you for everything, I cannot.”

“You are kidding me, right?”

“I don’t kid.” Delilah’s answer was dry and sharp.

“But why?” she asked in total disbelief at what was happening right now.

“You ask too many questions.”

“No, I ask reasonable questions because it seems quite unlikely that you don’t hate me. If not for spilling the tea on Gamma, but at least on what’s up with Deis.”

“What happened with Deis is Deis’ doing. You will see, you will be me, sooner than you think. And regarding Gamma—” But she interrupted Delilah.

“What do you mean by ‘I will be you?’”

“Gods, are you really that stupid? I thought you to be more intelligent,” Delilah snapped at her.

“Calling me stupid doesn’t help, just saying,” she said it so dryly, as it touched a very volatile point in her chest.

“Whatever,” continued Delilah with an annoyed undertone, “Gamma must come down. My father needs to be stopped. And he needs to be thrown into a hole where no one can ever get him out to rot there.”

“Why not have him killed?” It came out of her mouth without thinking.

Who the hell have I become, even assuming that?

Delilah laughed. It was a cold and dishonest laugh. “That would not satisfy me in the slightest.”

‘That would not satisfy me in the slightest.’ She repeated what Delilah had said in her mind. So much bitterness, but what she heard aside from the words was the feeling behind it. Because she could so fucking relate. She had felt the same with her father. Only one day, she had simply done it. Because she could no longer stand Derrick, who had been not only an asshole but the worst stinking shit of all the assholes.

“What did he do to you?” she asked Delilah then, because she had sensed what was behind it.

Delilah just stared at her for a moment. They both still had the goggles on; it was weird to the moon, but hell, strange times it was.

“The shorter list,” Delilah finally said, “would be what he didn’t do. The long list…” Delilah paused, as if she were to brace herself for what would be phrased into words.

Yeah, I know, could say the same about my father. Funny, they worked together.

“Or not funny at all,” she whispered to herself with a scuff.

“What?”

“Sorry, I just, it is funny, or not at all, that my father worked for yours and they both were like that, a bit of a coincidence.”

“It is not. Nothing Richard does is a coincidence. He is a calculating manipulator using each and every one for his gain, even his own flesh and blood.”

“So, he used you.”

“He instrumentalized me. And yes, also used me. He took everything from me. Not unlike the man you call father did with you.”

Wait, what? It was not the fact that Delilah obviously knew about Derrick abusing her that made her stumble. It wasn’t the fact that Delilah seemed to suffer the same fate either. No, it was something else.

“The man I call father?”

“Yes.”

Why? Why say it like that?

“How do you know about—” And for whatever reason, a cold shudder ran over her skin, prickling her skin once again in goosebumps. Only this time, it was fired by a feeling unraveling her entire existence with the foreboding it brought with it.

In her body, she knew it already. But she needed to hear it. Because words would make it real. The words that would finally confirm what she had suspected her entire life.

“I know about him, because Derrick was never your father.”

He was never my father.

The shudder running down her spine filled her entire body with a sizzling tension.

“But… How? Who?”

Just for a second, Delilah bit her bottom lip. When she spoke, she did it with a heavy, even annoyed sigh. Although her voice was softer, it still had the same coldness from before in it.

“Because you, dear Emma, are my sister.”
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DEIS
PLAYLIST: JUNGLE - X AMBASSADORS, JAMIE N COMMONS


It took them not half an hour to reach Robert’s mansion, including some very risky maneuvers on Edwards’ end, not that he cared. After days of not getting anywhere, which had caused very violent outbursts on his end, which he didn’t regret in the slightest, they finally had something. And the expectancy of murder finally allowed him to focus.

Half of the team stayed with their hostage, prepping for Richard to come, while Greg and two others were to join them on site. They used the time to make some sort of plan, which was, in his opinion, absolutely unnecessary, because there was only one way it would go.

Ignoring Sam’s advice, he directed them straight to the front entrance, Greg and the rest taking the back.

“Take it down,” he told Ed, who fastened the car, crashing through the gate, which flew unceremoniously out of its hinges.

God bless armored vehicles.

When he jumped from the still-rolling car, he had the big guns ready. Throwing a half-automatic and Ed’s favorite Glock at him, they went for the door.

The mansion had giant white posters, which underlined the overall first impression as if someone had tried to rebuild the White House. Robert, who was an eccentric asshole disguising himself as a saint, had always been a lover of the grandiose. He had a god-complex, probably fueled by being one of the most grandiose narcissists he had ever had the displeasure of meeting.

Initially, he had been the starting point of his revenge plot against Richard. He had even given him the inspiration to choose his profession and, therefore, gain Richard’s trust, as Robert’s primary occupation was being a self-proclaimed “Coach”. What he actually did was lure women into his schemes, disconnect them from their friends and family, and then use them. Using, in this context, was a total understatement of what Robert really did.

He had let it run so far because the plan of bringing Richard down was his utmost priority, but now that everything was spilled anyway, it was time for Robert to meet his maker, the one in the sky, of course.

The image of Meera still haunted his mind whenever he thought of Robert. It had been a year and a half since he got her out of that prison in paradise built by Robert. Officially, she now worked as a crew member for his events. Unofficially, she had been in on the plan to bring Robert down since day one. Killing him now would be an immense satisfaction, one he might even reserve for her when they got him.

And now it was time to focus.

They entered the mansion with pure force.

No security awaiting us, huh.

“Deis!” shouted Ed from the salon as they roamed through the mansion. “You gotta see this.”

“Holy shit,” he breathed out when he saw what Ed was referring to. 

He had seen a lot. From dead bodies to gang raped women barely alive, usually nothing disturbed him, but what now came to vision in front of his eyes was indeed disturbing.

Holy fucking shit.

Roughly fifteen bodies lay on the mansion’s wooden floor in puddles of blood, killed, shot, stabbed. The smell of blood would usually have aroused him, especially as it was bastards’ blood, but this right here did not do it. First of all, it smelled more like how some of the dead shit their pants before they died. And secondly, it was not an execution but a massacre. 

“What the hell happened here?” he asked, without expecting an answer.

“I’d rather ask who,” answered Ed. “Let’s get down to the basement.”

The basement was pitch black, probably for torture and breaking people by taking away their eyesight. Robert was anything but stupid, and having it in his own house was next level. That man truly had no fear of anything.

Ed’s torch lightened the basement, but there was nothing there. He had expected as much from the massacre upstairs. Someone wanted Emma. Someone wanted her so much they’d kill Robert’s entire and fully trained detail.

Where are you, Emma? Where are you?

“FUCK!” he shouted so loud, the echo resounded from the wall in an ear-shattering manner. “Jaz, get me a trace on the phone,” he added, cursing into his earpiece.

“There is no trace, it’s turned off. The last connection was ten meters from where you’re standing.”

“Ed, ID what you can upstairs, but I’m pretty sure they’re Robert’s detail, have the rest scrub the mansion, and Jaz, get me surveillance from every CCTV cam in the area.”

As they walked back upstairs, adrenaline left his system, and a feeling of bad foreboding returned. In his chest, a pounding sensation of powerlessness battled with the rage that had constantly infiltrated his system as of now. Something he would, could, not, feel ever. He had to get her back. She had to be safe. He needed her safe.

I fucking need her.

“FUCK!” he roared again and drove his fist in a moment of weakness into the wall next to him. The knuckles on his hand collided with the stone wall with such force, resulting in a dumb thud from the impact, which was followed by pain pulsating through his hand. Ultimately, it released some of the unwanted sensations in his chest, but not nearly enough.

“Get your shit together,” came Sam’s voice through the earpiece.

“Stop lecturing me.”

“Emotions are never good advisors,” Sam gave his dry retort.

“And yet, anger is what got all of this done, don’t you remember?” he hissed back at him. What was his point, giving him one of his stupid life lessons right now?

“I am merely reminding you of your abilities to think, Deis. Stop feeling. Think.”

Fuck you, Sam. Seriously, fuck you. But of course, he was right. Sam was always right. Almost always. Think.

Emma had been here roughly thirty minutes ago. They couldn’t be that far. There was only a single road, leading left and right. One further upstate, the other one into Tarrytown and back to Manhattan.

“Deis,” ripped Ed’s voice him out of his thoughts. “This one’s still breathing.” Ed held up the head of a guy by the hair. Pros like these do not leave traces. It was intentional; he was certain of it. So, when he gripped the man by the jaw, his body almost lifeless in his hands, he knew there was something to come. Much like the driver left in the police station. And suddenly, it all made sense. They had left the driver, so he would get him out and point them to where they were. It fucking fits the call. This was fucking planned.

“Who did this?” he asked darkly.

“She said you’d come,” whispered the scum.

She. She. Who the fuck is she?

“Who?” he shouted at the guy, gripping him harder.

“She said I should tell you…” The guy coughed up some blood.

“Tell me what?”

A digesting smirk ran in a last act over the man’s face. “Game on.”

For the briefest of moments, it was as if someone had pulled a rug from under him. His heart, as much as his stomach, plummeted, giving him the distinct feeling of being in free fall.

Emma’s words. It could not be. Delilah wouldn’t kill her brother’s people, would she? And there it was, a voice of mistrust that visited him here and there from the day he had seen Emma doing drugs with Carl. Could it have been Emma who did this? And somewhere deep in him, a voice shouted at him to be aware. Beware of the betrayal he had to succumb to his entire life. And while he knew he wasn’t rational right now, he could not help it.

As if electrocuted, he let go of the guy’s jaw, stepping back as vivid horrors rushed through his mind. Was Emma part of a plot to play his own game on him? The way she evaded PR, the AI stunt? But then, how? He had watched her all the time. She had been the one who shot Carl.

His mind exploded with thoughts. With it, a coldness flooded his entire system. And with the coldness, he came back to his senses.

“Who is she?” he roared at the guy. But he only grinned at him with red teeth, blood now pouring from his mouth with a cough. Life parted from the scumbag, and he didn’t even close his eyes when the first bullet hit him straight in the face. To release the feeling of a possible betrayal, he emptied the entire magazine into the guy’s chest.

Taking a moment, his heavy breaths filled the now silent room. He knew everyone stared at him, but he did not care. Right now, he didn’t care about anything. In him, emotions whirled around that he had never felt before. It was as if everything he had ever suppressed now came to the surface and tried to drag him into the darkness of no return.

“Blow this house up, burn it down until it is nothing but grey powder,” he said coldly while wiping the blood splatter from his face, as he turned round and left for the car.

“Deis,” started Sam through the earpiece as he walked out of the mansion.

“Shut it, Sam.” I’ll strangle you, personally, if you don’t.

“You might wanna hear this.”

“I. Said. Shut. It. Or I will hang you from the terrace myself.”

“You won’t. You are angry because you feel you were betrayed.”

Gods, what didn’t you understand about shutting the fuck up?

“Was I not clear? And I don’t feel betrayed,” he hissed back through gritted teeth.

“Think, Deis,” answered Sam him, totally unaffected.

And there it was. A dark green hoodie full of bloodstains lay on the ground next to their car. He knew it immediately; it was Emma’s hoodie. As he picked it up, her scent went up his nose, and just for a moment, all the rage, the anger, the feeling of betrayal, was gone. This very moment, it was just him and her again, bonded by their souls.

Why, for heaven’s sake, would she leave it here? Especially if she was to betray me? I am so fucking stupid. Why am I that way? What the fuck is going on? How I fucking hate to not be in control!

“What do you know, Sam?”

“Jaz just pulled up an image of a CCTV cam in Tarrytown, you might wanna give it a look. Sending it to you now.”

He picked up his new phone from the rear pocket. Within the moment, he knew whose car it was.

“Delilah,” he stated out loud. What the hell.

“Look on the passenger seat.”

“Emma,” he breathed out. Nothing made sense to him right now. “Delilah? Killing all of them? But it makes no fucking sense! None of it does!”

His mind raced. Delilah was badass and had just as much of a dark soul as he had, but killing her brother? That was surely on an entirely new level, and there was no motive. Why would Delilah get Emma out? It did not look as if she was forced to be in there.

“But why would Delilah get her out and leave a mess like that?” he asked into his earpiece; Emma’s hoodie still in his hand, he brushed over the soft fabric.

“I think Delilah has all the reasons to say game on, too. You betrayed her, Deis. You played with her by posting the photo with Emma. When Emma was on the phone, there was someone coming. We have the trace. Doesn’t it make more sense that those people were killed from outside, than from someone locked in a cell with a single gun?”

How he hated it when Sam had a point. And it pinched him hard that he had suspected Emma. Of all people. How could he suspect her, of all people?

Fuck. And he groaned heavily.

“Deis, you have been betrayed one too many times; it is a valid feeling,” said Sam with his annoying wisdom, as if he read his thoughts.

“I should trust her, Sam. And I didn’t.”

“Trust needs time to build,” said Sam.

“We had time.”

“Watching someone from the shadows for twelve years and knowing every possible thing about that person does not equal trust-building time, Deis.”

Yeah, whatever. I need to get out of this conversation. We need to find Emma.

“So, Delilah, what’s her motive? Revenge? Out for blood? But why go against Robert and Richard?”

“I believe she is. Why, I can only guess.”

“Guess then.”

“What if Richard or Robert did the same to her as what they did to the other women?”

“Fuck,” he breathed out. Because part of him couldn’t believe it, and part of him didn’t want to believe it.

Fucking fuck.

“Deis, we’ll track them down. It’s Delilah, we know almost everything. So, get back home, we’ll make a plan, and you need your dressings changed.”

“Playing mommy now?” he growled at Sam, who merely chuckled.

Fuck you. Sam had been by his side forever; he made him grow up into the man he was today, always being the reasonable voice in the back of his mind. The, so to speak, only conscience he had. But right now, conscience wasn’t needed. Right now, all he wanted to do was rip people’s heads off.

“I told you to burn this fucking crap-hole down,” he cursed at Ed.

“I don’t think that’s wise,” said Edwards calmly.

“I don’t pay you to think, I pay you to do what I say!” The words filled with anger came out before he could restrain himself. Edwards had seen him through many times of losing his shit, but what he had just said was below the belt, disrespecting the secret bond they held. Ed was more than just a personal detail; he was probably the only reason he and his anger hadn’t burned down the world by now, and it was also a connection based on loyalty and trust, and usually thoughtful words. 

Ed stood there, staring at him with a cocked eyebrow. “That girl really messed with your cold heart.”

“The fuck she did,” he hissed the blatant lie through gritted teeth back at him. Of course, she had messed with the heart he didn’t even believe to exist. Nothing had ever made him that angry. Not even his own mother’s death. But revealing the depth of his inner world to Ed and the others? Absolutely not.

So, without another word, he went back inside, grabbed the iron poker near the fireplace in the living room, and went straight downstairs to the basement, where he searched for the hot water tank. Reaching it, he took the iron poker, and with the full force of his stored anger, he brought it down exactly onto the spot where the pipe went into the tank. With pure force, he brought the heavy iron down multiple times until the natural gas pipe disconnected from the tank with a satisfactory clang. Not that it helped with any of the emotions consuming his existence. Therefore, he needed a different release.

Without hesitation, he went back upstairs and glanced at Ed, who now had both eyebrows drawn up.

“Don’t,” he growled. With a forceful motion accompanied by a loud roar of blind rage, he stabbed the poker into the chest of the dead body lying next to him. “Open all the inside doors and get out, I want the gas everywhere.”

“Deis—” began Edwards half-heartedly, but he cut him off.

“This is just the beginning; they shall know I am coming, and I am coming to kill.”

And without another word, they made their way out and closed the front door so none of the gas could exit. Then, he went for the car and opened the tailgate with the guns. It was the only thing that might give him some relief and help him refocus on strategy.

He took the AR-15 rifle with the highly explosive ammo and signaled Ed with a tilted head to get in the car. They drove about two hundred yards, waited for the rest of the team to withdraw before he got out and positioned the firearm. In him, everything focused as he could smell the slightly burned scent of the black powder from the rifle trailing up his nose in heated anticipation of what was to happen.

A last glance at his watch told him the gas had now leaked for more than fifteen minutes. Should be enough.

Without another thought, he aimed for the front window on the left, the nearest to the basement.

“This is just the beginning, Richard, you won’t know what’s coming when I am done. None of you pathetic bastards will live,” he mumbled as he placed his finger. And you, Robert, I’ll slowly tear every inch of skin and muscle from your body until you beg me to kill you. Afterwards, I’ll haunt your soul through the entire universe, just for laying a hand on her. You won’t know peace for the next trazillion years.

And then he pulled the trigger.
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: THE WAY I DO - BISHOP BRIGGS


It can’t be. It simply can’t be. In what universe have I landed?

“How?” she breathed out as words seemed to finally form on her lips again.

“Come, I’ll show you everything. I’ll explain on the way,” answered Delilah and tilted her head towards what had to be the exit.

Was it a good thing to trust Delilah DeBarra and her words? Probably not. But if it was true, if Delilah really was her sister, she had to find out. The curiosity in her beat the fear. And what did she have to lose? Couldn’t get any worse, could it?

They made their way to a door, leading through curtains to a second one, behind which blinding light welcomed her. Ripping off the goggles, it took her quite a moment until her eyes adapted to being in the light.

When they did, everything in her became ice cold, a sinking feeling pulled the rug from under her, as a horrific image played out in front of her.

“What the hell happened here?”

“I happened,” said Delilah very dryly. Now that she saw her in the light, she was even more beautiful than in the images online. Her brown, equally full, and slightly longer hair was tied up in a ponytail. Her body was lean and yet muscular, with small curves, not unlike hers, although she assumed her to weigh at least ten pounds less.

Then her skin. Absolutely impeccable and soft, framing her intense green eyes Not dark green like hers, but almost with an ice-grey undertone. With her platform ankle boots–maybe four or even five inches taller than herself–she not only made quite the impression as she was around 6’2 tall, but also made her very present.

And although there was something powerful and cold about her, she had this soft and quite elegant appearance, which might, on second thought, be a mask to hide the hurricane inside.

Because whatever she looked like, only someone very trained and very ruthless could do what had happened here.

“You killed them all, just like that?” she asked while she stepped over a dead body leaking blood onto the floor, intending not to get her bare feet bloody.

“Before you judge⁠—”

“I am not judging,” she said, interrupting Delilah. Because the truth was, she was more than admiring her. Only her chains of morality didn’t allow her to speak it out loud.

“Whatever,” hissed Delilah and then said, “You must not forget, those people here were no saints, they were disgusting scumbags. Murderers, assaulters who did my brother’s bidding. They deserved it. And now, let’s go, I believe Deis will be here soon.”

“How- wait- I—”  she began.

“You will come with me if you want to know the truth, and that includes the truth about Deis, too. So no, we will not wait for him to arrive with his minions.”

Gods, she’s just like him. Wonderful.

But nonetheless, she followed Delilah, who stood in the door to the salon and waited for her, an eyebrow cocked. The car waiting outside was a matte-black Lamborghini Urus.

Like I said, just like him.

“Here,” said Delilah, and threw a bag at her. “There are some trainers and clean sports clothes in there, you can shower later, you smell like shit, and I don’t want that on my seats.”

Thanks, and fuck you, seriously, what do you expect me to smell like after being held captive and––but she couldn’t even phrase the end of the sentence in her mind. She just wanted to push it far, far away.

“Where are we going?” she asked instead with an annoyed voice.

“You’ll see,” was the short and very unsatisfying answer. 

Usually, she would revolt like a stubborn horse, but she had to know, needed to get the full story, and therefore she swallowed down the urge to make Delilah tell. Also, it was very unlikely Delilah would change her mind anyway. And for some reason, Delilah did not feel totally unsafe. Unhinged, yes, but that seemed to be her new life’s motto lately.

So, she took out the pants and shoes, slipped them on, only to recognize they were exactly her size before she took the sweater shirt and switched it against her blood-stained, ripped hoodie, which she let slide onto the ground in a matter of self-perseverance and to tell Deis she was here.

Deis.

Delilah implied that there is something I don’t know about him. First Carl. Now Delilah…

“Carl Pearson, what is your connection?” she asked the moment she sat down in the car, which smelled unexpectedly a little like lavender.

Maybe one of those air fresheners for the car. Or maybe it’s just her. Could it be that they both had a love for lavender?

“He was supposed to find out more about you, as he was already in, but I assume he did not come far.”

“No, he did not,” she answered dryly. “Might have ordered him not to assault me.”

“I suppose he is dead,” said Delilah, utterly unimpressed, eyeing her shortly while driving down the long property’s driveway.

“I suppose he is.” There was no way she would reveal that it was her who shot him initially. Just remembering it made her insides clench a bit. Desperate times. And she needed answers. So, she stuffed the memory of Carl very far away and asked the most important question.

“So, how are we supposed to be sisters?”

“Derrick and Marie aren’t your real parents. You were placed in their care⁠—”

“Care. Phew.” Everything they did was anything but caring.

“Not the point. Thought you wanted answers.”

“I do.”

Why the hell does my mind always get sidetracked? she cursed at herself in her mind. This is probably the most important question of my life, and I can’t fucking focus. Or isn’t it? Maybe it’s something I don’t wanna hear? Perhaps it’s something that doesn’t matter?

“Does the name Denny Dumont say anything to you?” asked Delilah.

“It does. Derrick and Denny were friends, as far as I know, and they worked for Richard.”

Please don't tell me Denny is my father.

“Denny faked his own death. Because he disobeyed Richard’s orders.”

There it was. The truth finally reveals itself. But why come after me?

“What orders?”

“To dispose of a pregnant fourteen-year-old girl, Richard raped many, many times.”

Holy mother of crap shit.

She had to close her eyes because the world around her spun right round. It could not be. There was no way this could be.

“Are you telling me that I am that baby, from a child mother raped by–by…”

“Yes, Emma. Richard is your father. And your mother is the very girl.”

Her stomach revolted as the world zoomed in on her. Followed by heavy breaths, her vision became blurry within the second. Nothing seemed to sit right with her anymore. There was neither up nor down. Her stomach clenched, but she could not control it. There was no fucking control.

“Stop the car, ” she breathed out.

“No.”

“I said, stop the car or I’ll vomit all over you and your car!”

Delilah stopped the car with squeaking tires, and when she jumped out of it, she puked bile. It was disgusting, humiliating, and just the worst of the worst. Maybe some things should just stay in the dark.

Why the hell did I have to know? Why couldn’t I, for once, stay in blissful ignorance?

Leaning against the car, she tried to feel herself as an existence in this world, as a steady point of being, while a hurricane raced through her body as much as her mind. Her breathing–erratic. Her thoughts–freaking out. She just stood there, bent down, hands on her knees, trying desperately to catch the urge to throw up. The acid burning her throat was a welcoming sensation, somehow grounding her slowly in reality.

It took her quite a while to finally collect herself, and when she stepped back into the car after throwing up bile three more times, Delilah asked, utterly unimpressed, “Are you quite done now?”

“Tell me how you know,” she asked, with a rasping voice, ditching her question.

“Denny,” said Delilah, but did not elaborate further.

“How?”

“I dug into everything I could after that sweet little post of yours,” said Delilah coldly with a scoff.

Of course, the fucking post of me and Deis kissing that started EVERYTHING. It was so fucking stupid doing it. That’s where revenge gets you. Into madness. I deserve all of this.

“And surprise, surprise, who I saw in the photos of the paps following you. Denny Dumont. Heavily masked, of course, but he didn’t fool me. He’s family. And he was supposed to be dead. So, naturally, I wanted him found. Guess my surprise when he found me, and he was looking for you.”

“Looking for me? He hunted me down!”

“He had to make it look that way, otherwise it would have been more than suspicious,” answered Delilah with a tone as if she were a stupid kid not getting the point. Fuck you, seriously, am I all-knowing?

“Denny was looking for you from the day you posted that photo with Deis,” continued Delilah. “Because Deis is not who you think he is.”

Deis is not who you think he is. The exact words Carl used.

“Tell me then, who is he? Who do you think I think he is?”

“He’s not the famous guru; it’s all a mask, the perfect hide-out. ”

“I know. He told me everything,” she said coldly, disappointed there wasn’t something she didn’t know.

“Huh,” scuffed Delilah. “Let me guess, he told you that you are special, made you feel like you are the most perfect and precious thing in the world?”

Well, yeah. But- no, it can’t be. It can’t have been all a lie. And suddenly, there was this cold and heavy feeling hardening her heart, filling her chest with mistrust. Had it all been a lie? Did Deis play her to– to what?

The fear must have shown on her face, as Delilah just scuffed again and said, “Like I said, truth will out.”

“You tell me he told you the same things? You know the story about his parents, everything? The ring?”

“Did he also tell you why your life is so fucking miserable?” asked Delilah without answering her question.

Wait, what?

“What do you mean?” she asked, drowning in the most essential question.

“He—” started Delilah and then stopped as her phone rang. She took it out of her pocket and stared at it for a second. “Speaking of the devil,” she whispered with a malicious smile and answered the call.

“Hello, Deis. I assume you got my message.”

She could hear his voice roaring through the speaker. “Delilah, you fucking bitch. You’ll give me Emma back, unharmed and well or⁠—”

“Easy, Deis. Let’s not forget who started all of this. And if I am right, Emma wouldn’t want anything to do with you anymore after I tell her what you did.”

Tell me WHAT?

“Delilah, I swear to you,” roared Deis through the speaker, and she held the phone half an arm’s length away from her ear, so loud was it. “I will burn you alive after I cut off every one of your limbs, if you don’t⁠—”

There it was, the unhinged, the darkness, the violent version of Deis breaking free. And usually, she would have understood, but today, right now, she needed answers, and for that same reason, it repelled her. 

“Empty threats, Deis. You can’t, because you need me as much as you need her to get to your precious little secret.”

What fucking secret? So, he used me? He fucking used me? In her chest, the heaviness became a consuming blackness, encasing her in mistrust and that ugly feeling of betrayal she knew so well. The silence on his end confirmed as much.

“I have it, Deis,” said Delilah silently with a derogatory undertone. And in that moment, she knew. Delilah had the ring. The ring Deis spoke of. His mother’s ring, the ring Deis said was waiting for her.

That’s why Delilah took me. For whatever reason, she needs me. Just like Deis needs me. Gods, I’m like a fucking thing they trade for getting what they want in a game. And I know nothing. Nothing. Except for one thing, I am not going to be a fucking thing they push around anymore.

“I advise you to run, Delilah, run far, far away, because I am coming for you, and when I do, god forbid, I’ll take what is mine and you won’t live to see the end of the day,” he said with such a calm rage in his voice, which, even though the content and situation was quite disturbing, was very sexy.

Delilah just laughed. It was a sort of mad cackle, which gave her the distinct feeling of her being even more unhinged than Deis. And right this moment, she saw it. The digital clock showed 3:33 pm, laughing her in the face. It simply could not be.

“Hurt her, and it’s eye for an eye,” growled Deis.

“I count on it, Deis. Game on,” whispered Delilah and hung up.

Holy fucking mother of crap, she thought while staring at Delilah. She couldn’t deny there was some resemblance between them. Not just in the optics, but in how they played their game. Not that she had any, but with Deis. Delilah saw him for what he was, also. Maybe some things do run in the family. The thought alone let her shudder for a second.

I am fucking related to Delilah DeBarra.

It was an hour later when they arrived at the Teterboro Airport. She had been lost in thought the entire way, as her mind tried to wrap itself around everything she had learned. It was a fight of man wolves in her. One telling her to run and hide, the other to find out more, and the third voted for going back to Deis and blissful ignorance. But then there was anger. And a stitching feeling in her stomach rooted her to the spot in endless thought cycles. The arrival at the airport finally pulled her out of her paralysis.

Teterboro, of course, she thought, rolling her eyes internally.

It was an airport that was very popular for private jet aviation. She only knew it because Julie had been flying private with one of her other clients and had totally bragged about it. Normally, she couldn’t remember names of any kind, but that one had stuck with her because it sounded so familiar, not that she had ever heard of it or needed it.

“Are we flying?” she asked stupidly.

“What do you think we are doing? Driving here for a snack?” snapped Delilah at her.

“I am not stupid; I just implied my curiosity about how you plan to get me on a plane without a passport.”

“You won’t need one.”

Yeah, why elaborate further? Damn, you really are a cold ass.

But Delilah was correct. She did not need a passport as she stepped up the stairs to what was supposedly Delilah’s jet. Because that’s what you do if you lead a multi-national conglomerate exploiting every last penny out of everyone – flying private jets, not caring about anything, knowing no rules, or, well, knowing them but willingly breaking them anyway.

“Where are we going?” she asked. She had no knowledge of jet models, but everything about it looked expensive. She could read Gulfstream on the jet’s side and a number on the rear wing, which she memorized, just in case.

“Michigan,” answered Delilah.

No fucking way, she thought while frozen to the spot, as she had absolutely no fucking intention of going back to where it all began.

“Get in the damn jet,” hissed Delilah. “It’s the only way.”

“How do you know?”

“I don’t, but Marie knows.” Knows what? About ‘the secret’?

“Marie doesn’t know anything,” she told Delilah with a scuff.

“And how would you know?”

“Because my mother, or let me rephrase it, my adoptive mother, doesn’t remember anything these days. Not who I am, not who she is or was. The only thing she remembers is that she hates strawberry cupcakes, which she will probably tell you 3278 times per hour.”

“I know she has Alzheimer’s, but I also know she has a storage unit paid for by an account running on one of Denny’s secret aliases.”

Hang on.

“A storage? Where?” she blurted out. So, Denny must have told Delilah everything, or what?

“In Michigan, now get in the jet, before anyone gets to us.”

She let her thoughts run wild for another second, but then she obeyed and entered. A lemon-ish scent trailed up her nose, which reminded her of a bakery in Manhattan, where they made the best lemon tarts she had ever eaten.

The jet was massive. Everything was held in a champagne-white concept with black accessories. There was one row of seats on the left and two on the right; the whole jet could fit only twenty people. Something about it was so unreal, she had to dig her nails into her skin, just to see if she didn’t have a really bad dream.

“Sit down, we are wheels up in ten,” said Delilah casually to her after returning from speaking to the pilot. “When we’re up, you can take a shower and get that disgusting smell off you.”

What a pleasant person Delilah was, she thought. Not.

Nonetheless, she placed herself in one of the soft leather seats. Exhaustion spread through her within the minute to an extent that made her body feel like it weighed 400 pounds. It was almost as if gravity tried to root her to the spot, unwilling to set a foot back into the town that held all the horrible memories. The town that had been the root cause of every misery in her life.

Misery. Delilah said something about Deis and my life being miserable. So instead of giving in to the overwhelming feeling pulling her down, she sat back up.

“Tell me everything you know about Deis.”
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DEIS
PLAYLIST: ME AND MINE - THE BROTHERS BRIGHT


The shockwave of the exploding house did absolutely nothing to flatten the rage pulsating through his veins. Nor did the flames eat what was left of it, the smell of burning wood and flesh slowly trailing over to them, or the satisfaction of destruction. Not even the pain. His left side with the burns should be some sort of relief, as pain usually helps release stored rage. Not today, however. Today, there was only a single relief: Find Emma. And afterwards, make Delilah and the rest pay for taking her.

Robert, you fucking monster. You should rot in paradise, and yet, here you are, fucking with me and my girl. The thing with Meera, now going after Emma. Hell, you are a dead man walking. And you, Delilah, gods, you have no idea what fate you’ll get. You will pay for everything. Everything.

“Do we have anything on Robert?” he asked Ed with a snarl.

“Extracted, I suppose. Same CCTV got his Range Rover couple minutes after Delilah. Can’t identify the driver, but it’s most certainly Robert’s car.”

And sure enough, when he stared at the screen of the tablet, he saw Robert’s black SUV. He didn’t recognize the man driving either. And he had an excellent memory for faces.

“Jaz, are you tracking them?”

“Yes, all of them,” she answered through the earpiece. “And, I have a positive ID on the driver. The same man drove to Robert’s house half an hour before the cam got them, in a rented Honda. His driver’s license name states him as Ascot Leicester; it is as fake as it sounds, because he’s a nobody, a ghost. No bank records, no social security, nothing.”

“Have them monitored. And we are going to the warehouse, I wanna hear what that scumbag of a driver from the crash finally has to say. Get the jammers up again until we’re back in the city. I don’t want any investigations in our direction.”

The entire ride back, his mind was caught in a replay of events. His idiotic decision to take her out at such a vulnerable time. Her badass move hitting the black box towards the men in the car. Her broad, mischievous smile had melted his cold heart like a candle presented with fire. And then the moment of the crash. Her scream. The pain. The fire. Images flashed faster to a point where his vision became blurry. Delilah’s words on the phone. The massacre she was able to inflict.

Delilah killed the men. Did she do it alone? Or did mysterious Ascot help her and take her brother?

Something was not adding up. He could sense it in his bones; there was something not sitting right with him. Why should Delilah go to all these lengths to get Emma from the hands of her own brother? Didn’t they all want the same thing? And then what Sam said about how Delilah might be the one suffering from Richard–if so, it would kill his entire plan, and none of that could happen. It was too far-fetched; there had to be another reason.

“Ed, what if Delilah has a different angle?”

“What do you mean?”

“Doesn’t it make absolutely no sense that she goes on a killing spree after her brother and his team? I mean, revenge, yes, but Robert surely had orders from Richard to do whatever to Emma after the call. Delilah would’ve had her revenge just by letting it play out. Richard would’ve given her free rein to please her sadistic aims. Why go through all the trouble to get Emma?” He thought out loud while staring out of the car window.

“From what she said on the phone, her revenge involves you. Delilah wants to destroy you as much as possible, and therefore, she’d go to any lengths. She knows you don’t care much about pain and violence, but about Emma. She wants you to hunt her. It’s her game. She told you as much,” said Ed, with his eyes fixed on the road.

“Ed is right,” said Sam through the earpiece. “Having Robert and Daddy give Emma a short process would not satisfy her. She invited you to a dirty game. You know how sadistic she can become, or did you forget that night in London?”

His mind wandered back three years. It had been a rainy fall night in London, the drafty city with its never-ending wet sky. Back then, he had watched Delilah from the shadows while she tortured a young woman in the dungeons of a location made for just that. It was a masked party for a dark subscene of the friends of leather and pain. Officially, Delilah had told him to attend a dinner with a business acquaintance. Not that he cared much about any infidelity with her, but it was the first time he witnessed the extent of her sadistic side. Not that he judged; he himself found some joy on that side of play, but Delilah was different. From what he had seen, it hadn’t been sexually motivated; it had been about power and the sole desire to inflict pain.

Delilah was as cold-hearted as he was, and in some alternate universe, it would’ve been fun to be with her; there could’ve even been mutual attraction. But in this world, she was the object getting him the revenge for Richard’s wrongdoings, one of them, and aside from destroying Gamma, the most essential one.

“You think she’d take Emma just to have me hunt her and ultimately get her own revenge?” he finally asked Sam, driving the images of Delilah burning marks into the woman’s skin out of his mind. “What happened to ‘she might just be the tortured one’?” 

“That was a mere guess. From what I heard on the phone, it is a game to her; she told you herself. So, play it with her until you know what her motivation is exactly. You’ll know when and how to strike. She won’t hurt Emma until you witness it, I am quite sure. I believe she’s safer with Delilah than with Richard. It is the same reason you wouldn’t kill Delilah until Richard is watching,” told Sam him. And he was absolutely right, although he hated to agree, so he just grunted.
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As he burst through the door to the warehouse where they held the extracted driver twenty minutes later, rage consumed him once more. Eating his insides with the force of a tsunami, unraveling whatever humanity he had left in a desperate cry for inflicting as much pain on whoever he could get. Starting with the driver, one of his interrogation experts had finally cracked and was now talking.

“Who are you?” Deis roared as he went for the man’s throat, who was tied to a chair, blood leaking from cuts on his face and arms onto the stone floor. The man just smirked at him derogatorily, showing his bloody teeth.

“Only a messenger,” scoffed the man, spitting blood on his arm.

You pathetic bastard.

“Why not talk earlier than?” Although he knew the answer already.

“Every message has its time, you see,” said the guy, and a nasty smile showing his bloody teeth appeared on his face.

Breathe, he told himself, trying very hard to suppress the urge to kill him right now.

“And what message do you have for me?”

“The wind whispers farewell, Deis, or shall I say, le vent murmure des adieux, Èlyas?”

The moment his real name had come over the bastard’s lips, he had to close his eyes. His limbs felt like ice before, as the anger beyond normal understanding overwhelmed him. Thinking about it, it was clear that Delilah or even Richard knew of his true heritage, and that almost boiled something in him over. And with it came the heat.

It was his family, his heritage, his revenge, his girl. His limbs set on fire as his hand clenched harder around the man’s throat.

“It’s bad luck to kill the messenger,” rasped the man’s voice through gritted teeth, as he did not get enough air.

“Bad luck,” he laughed out loud, derogatorily, and then put on the deadliest smile he owned. “You have no fucking clue who I am, bastard. I don’t care about bad luck. Because I create my own luck. And, unlike many others, I do believe in killing the messenger.”

And he grasped for his gun, pointing it straight at the man’s forehead between his eyebrows. “Because it sends a message itself.”

“Deis,” interrupted Sam through the earpiece. “Act differently if you want to get to them. Don’t let yourself be provoked. Use him.”

“Don’t tell me what to do,” he retorted, because he had already gone over the rails. 

The man glanced at him with a challenging smirk of not caring, and right that moment, the rage of Sam commanding him around like a child mixed with the gloating look on the man’s face, and he snapped. A loud echo of the shot fired resounded through the warehouse as he pulled the trigger, and he could hear Sam’s sigh in his ear.

Fuck you, Sam, seriously. You knew we’d do it my way all along.

The back splatter of warm blood met his skin in an unsatisfying way. The iron smell of vanishing disgusting people from this huge stone with water and forest rushing through the universe usually brought him satisfaction. Still, right now, the only thing that mattered was finding Emma. Without her, nothing was anything.

I will find you, ma belle, and if I have to lift every stone and look behind every corner, I am coming for you.

“We’ve now analyzed his phone,” said Greg to his right, offering him a towel.

“Anything on there?” he asked while he wiped over the right side of his face. The pain on his left side was real, now that the immediate threat was gone. The dressings leaked and were now covered with blood. Not that he cared.

“His name was Simon Scholler. Fake. The last number he called was Delilah’s. Jaz is running background as we speak.” Greg looked at him, slightly worried. He was the newest member of the team and still learning to be around his moods. The others had years, even decades, of experience and knew better than to let themselves be affected by any of it.

He tapped his earpiece. “Talk to me, Jaz.”

Something about this entire thing made no sense at all.

“There’s literally nothing on him, just like the Ascot guy. They’re both like ghosts.”

Like ghosts.

“Jaz, remember Prague in ‘19? They were ghosts, too. Dig that up. Even ghosts leave trails. Delilah must’ve worked with them before; she wouldn’t leave something that important up to chance or a new team.”

“Got it,” answered Jaz. “Speaking of the devil, they’re flying out of Teterboro as of this moment in her jet. Destination unknown.”

“We’ll go after them, track their route.”
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When they reached the Teterboro airfield where the jet was waiting for them, Jaz told him it looked like they were heading for Chicago.

“They’re not. They are going to visit Emma’s mother. Delilah is after the secret, and she must believe Emma’s mother knows something.” And as he entered the jet, he called for the pilot. “We’re flying to Ford Airport, get there as fast as possible.”

While he took a seat, his mind wandered to Emma. There was only a single thing he longed for in this moment, aside from killing everyone in his way, and that was Emma. Touching her sweet skin, melting into his hands. Feeling her energy radiating into his heart. Sensing her presence, consuming him entirely. Seeing her glance at him with the depth of the forest. He needed her to be with him. When she was there, nothing mattered. All his rumbling thoughts disappeared when they were together, and he would not stop until he was with her again. He would find her.

Not even the damn secret was on his mind. Because Emma was the anchor in the storm raging through him as much as she was the meaning in the silence after the storm passed. Since the day he had seen her, he had known it was her. Everything he did was for her, to be with her. And Delilah was about to destroy it, because she couldn’t let things stay in the dark.

In his mind, vivid images formed. How his hand closed around Delilah’s throat, while she hung fixed from the ceiling, naked, humiliated, and powerless, left to be judged by those on whom she brought pain. He could even smell the scent of her perfume mixing with the iron smell of blood as his knife sliced through her skin. Slowly tearing her apart. Her screams – music in his ears. She’d pay for everything. And Richard would watch it all. And then-then it would be Richard’s turn to be relieved from this pathetic existence. Slowly. Very, very slowly.

The fantasy alone brought a needed peace in his mind, sharpening his rage-blinded mind. It was time to focus. Because Delilah was intelligent, and it would take all his skill to get to her. After all, she knew he was coming.

It was not a cat-and-mouse game. Not a hunter and prey game. No. It was a lion going after a lioness. And the victory would be the crown jewel to his collection of dark souls being eradicated from this earth for good.

Humanity wouldn’t miss her, nor the planet. In fact, it would be a much nicer place to live in. Although, and he was sure about that, there would be more people striving to take over the business the DeBarra’s had left behind. Because, after all, this planet was full of bastards without morals. Not that he was the king of morality, no, but some things were out of bounds. Even in crime, there were some rules, and the DeBarra clan, into which he married, who saw themselves above everyone else, would finally see their judge for trespassing.

And if it is the last thing I’ll do, so shall it be.
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: SINNERMAN (FEAT. TOM ELLIS) - LUCIFER CAST


Delilah stared at her with such an intimidating look that it made her uncomfortable. Her head was slightly tilted to the right side like a curious dog.

“I could tell you everything about Deis, but you wouldn’t believe a word I’d say. You are so blinded by that shining spark he lit in you,” Delilah finally said.

“Believe me, I am everything but blinded. He blinds all those people with his act on stage, but I always saw him for what he is,” she replied with a scoff. How she hated the undertone of being stupid.

“Do you now? Then why are you with him?”

“None of your business.”

The fuck I’ll let you command me.

“It is all of my business. Because what you will hear and see will be defined by how deeply he manipulated you,” said Delilah coldly.

The audacity she has!

“And you are what, here to save me, poor Emma, from the bad wolf’s manipulation? Fuck the shit, seriously, you’re just like him. Sweeping in with the god-complex, playing the savior. Please save me that bullshit. Doesn’t work on me.”

In her, something raged. Was it so hard to give a straight answer to a straight question? Obviously, yes.

Delilah stared at her, mildly impressed, with a slight tug on the corner of her mouth. “You’re smarter than I anticipated. But smart doesn’t get you far with such a fragile heart,” Delilah finally said.

“Never, ever call me fragile again,” she hissed through gritted teeth at Delilah. “You don’t know shit.”

“Oh, did I touch a sensitive spot?” asked Delilah with such an arrogant tone that it made her want to boil over. Only she couldn’t. Answers. Control your fucking moods. You want the truth, she told herself, breathed in and out to release the immediate urge to attack Delilah with an artistic figure that looked like a raven and was made from what had to be steel.

“And you’d be smart not to project what he did to you onto me. We are not the same,” she instead remarked, trying to keep the anger out of her voice while sounding superior.

Delilah tilted her head lightly, without answering.

“I’m gonna take a shower,” she then said. “After that, I want answers. The full truth.” And with it, she heaved her heavy-feeling body up and walked to the back, where she believed to be a bathroom.

“There are clothes for you in the cupboard to the right,” called Delilah after her and pointed with her finger to a cupboard directly across the bathroom door. She slid it open and took the only clothes in there. Military gear-like looking pants in green, a hoodie, and fresh underwear, as well as a pair of boots and a jacket.

Maybe I’ll just wake up and this will be a really bad dream, she thought as she took the clothes and turned to the bathroom door.

The bathroom was not like anything she had expected. And even with expectations up high, she had thought of a typical airplane toilet in the luxury version, plus a shower, like the ones in caravans. This, however, was unbelievable. Because she stood in a fully equipped bathroom, including a bathtub and marble surfaces.

Fucking fuck, she thought in total amazement and

Showering was beyond. The water on her skin felt so fucking amazing. And if she hadn’t been so curious to get her answers, she would have taken all the time, but that was not the case. Knowing burned her alive. So, she made it quick. The only thing she took some time for was caring for her wounds. She had seen a first aid kit in the bathroom, and after washing out her wounds, she bandaged what she could. Overall, she looked as if she had been run over by a truck.

To not have to look at the painful reminders on her body, she put on the clothes. The underwear felt like it might have cost a thousand bucks alone. Never had she had on something so soft. She put on the pants. The material was incredibly soft and yet felt thick and protective. The hoodie was simply an oh my god. How could fabric feel so good on skin? Immediately, she pulled it off again to search for a label. She had to get one of those herself if she’d survive all of this.

“Loro Piana,” she read out loud, having never heard of it. Apparently, it was 100% cashmere. On second thought, she’d probably never be able to afford it, so she would just keep this one. Not that it would interest a billionaire like Delilah.

With that satisfying thought, she stuffed Robert’s phone into her back pocket and went back outside and let herself fall into the seat opposite Delilah. She had thought of just turning on the phone. Deis would know where she would be and would come and get her. But then she’d never know. So, right now, she’d play along and wait to see how it would turn out. And when I know, I’ll decide what’s next. Living in the moment — don’t people always say that?

“Thanks for the clothes,” she said. “Now, tell me what you know about Deis.”

“For starters, Deis is not his real name. Before he became Deis, his name was Èlyas LeBlanc—” began Delilah, but she interrupted her.

“I know.”

“You wanted answers, so will you shut your mouth?”

Delilah had a point. But she hated stuff she already knew being repeated.

“He originates from an old French dynasty, which was, so the tales are told, part of a secret society holding the secret to everlasting success.”

A secret society? Did we now arrive at conspiracy theories, yes? Or somewhere in a fantasy novel? You are kidding, right?

“His mother, Sol, was one of those betrothed with keeping the secret safe. Our father, however,” continued Delilah, which made her sick to the stomach, hearing her use the word our father for Richard DeBarra. “Wanted to be part of the society and get the secret for himself, so he hunted down Sol LeBlanc. What he did not know, however, was that it’s some kind of two-key system to access the secret, and Derrick never got out of Sol, who the other key holder is, because he didn’t know.”

Her mind started to spin again. Although she had heard the story to some extent before, it still sounded like some ghost story messing with her mind. A treasure hunt like in movies. Unrealistic to the point of foolishness, and she had to suppress the urge to snort out loud. There they were, bazillionaires who could have anything, letting themselves be fooled by a story. Killing for it, for heaven’s sake.

“Still nothing new,” she scoffed at Delilah.

“It happens to be that your adoptive mother, Marie, is.” That, however, was new. Because Marie wasn’t French. No way.

“You are kidding.”

“I told you, I don’t joke,” said Delilah coldly.

“Yeah, apparently you don’t do figures of speech either,” she answered, annoyed, and rolled her eyes.

“It might surprise you,” continued Delilah without entering the bickering, “but Deis is as much after the secret as our bastard father. So, it does not surprise me that he wrapped you around his finger. He needs you. Because you are the only connection to finding the secret. The only sane one, at least.”

While Delilah spoke, a huge lump had appeared in her throat. In her mind, images rushed through like a hurricane. Every moment she had spent with Deis, every word they had exchanged replayed in front of her inner eye. Had it all been a plan?

What if Delilah was right? What if he did manipulate me? What if it was all a game he played, a strategy he had to gain what he desired? Not me, but the secret?

God, this is ridiculous! There is no secret. And aside from that, he couldn’t fake that connection, could he?

Or have I truly been so stupid and let myself be blinded by his affection? And then she remembered her past.

I let myself be blinded by Chris. And Sami. I knew from the beginning that Deis was dangerous. My gut told me there was something about him that he hadn’t told me. The evading questions. The stalking, for god’s sake!

Her inner dialogue exploded. Voices discussing every angle of the situation. Delilah just watched her and let her sit with the information she just got, perfectly aware of what was happening internally.

I knew he was a manipulator. All that he did with the others – there is a big chance he’d do it with me, too. That’s why he never answered straight, always held back. Made me the villain. Put a target on my back. He made me dependent on him. For his gain. He lied. He withheld the truth. He tricked me into everything because he needs me. Not me, but my knowledge. Knowledge, I don’t fucking have. Is there anything in my past, any clues? Something Marie said or did?

But her past was such a blur. A blur of awful memories glued together by a will to keep going, she had no clue where it came from. Her mother, well, adoptive mother, had been sick for so many years now, and there weren’t many memories left to hold on to. They didn’t see each other much, as Marie had no clue who she was anymore, and as she had burned down the house all those years ago, there was nothing left.

“But if Marie is the second secret keeper,” she finally said, “how did Derrick not know? He married her, he had to know her real name, her background?” she asked Delilah as the thought of it crossed her mind.

“That, I do not know. I assume when you have resources like Marie, she had ways of occluding her true nature.”

“But her Alzheimer’s, wouldn’t she have given herself away somehow?” she asked. It simply made no sense to her.

“Maybe,” said Delilah, lost in thought. “Maybe it’s all a fake.”

“You think my mother faked her own sickness?” she asked incredulously.

“I know people do many things, especially to hide their secrets, and Marie faked being your mother, so it’s not so far-fetched to believe she faked being sick, too.”

Hearing the words Delilah had just dropped made goosebumps spread over her arms, and not the good kind. Because it was so fucking true.

Delilah said Marie has a storage, paid for by Denny. Who was to be dead but is pretty much alive. So many lies. Just like Deis, just thinking of him right now made her sick.

When she spoke again, a shattering feeling had crawled up on her, overwhelming her with the indistinct feeling of being played. Betrayal shouted loudly in her heart. She had felt it before, once. And maybe now, she’d pay for ignoring the warning her gut had given her back then.

I am so stupid for trusting him. Of course, a man like Deis would have an ulterior motive. Why go for me when he could have everyone? The critical voice in her mind was quite sure now; it had all been a game to him. All a mask he had put on to make her believe she was desired, wanted, in order for him to get access.

But no one could be that good? It couldn’t have all been a role he played? Tried her sanity in a last attempt to justify her actions of trusting, but it was senseless. She knew the mood she was in. Caught in an endless swirl of thoughts, triggered to the bone, pushing her to hide her heart in a sky-high wall of stone, equipped with a million arrows to defend whoever would try to touch it to the death.

The only good thing coming of it was that she could think more clearly. Because now that her heart was protected, her mind had the ability to become razor sharp. So, when she spoke, it was with quite the coldness in her voice, too.

“And what makes you any different than him? You are using me to get to that secret, if it exists, too.”

Delilah’s cheek tugged into a smile. It was not an honest or caring one, but a slightly triumphant one. “It does exist.”

“That is to be proven,” she told her darkly. Still in total disbelief of any of the sorts. She had never been a believer in any kind of conspiracies or magical thinking. Maybe that was also the reason she saw Deis for what he was, who knew?

Delilah just rolled her eyes. “I, unlike Deis, told you the truth from the start, what I want from you and who I am.”

“True, but you are still using me,” she scowled at her, making a mental note to not get too involved in the half-sister thing and, from now on, put herself first. The last thing she needed was a boyfriend who united the dark triad in him, with his psychopathic, machiavellistic, and narcissistic tendencies, and a half sister, who was something between a sociopath and a sadist. Thanks, but no thanks.

“I am not using you; I am merely showing you,” said Delilah, “because I want revenge, and the best revenge I can get is you condemning him. The Secret, getting to it first, is just the cherry.”

Seriously! Billionaires! And she had to roll her eyes again, externally as much as internally. But, at least Delilah was honest. Although there still was the possibility she was lying, too. Better not to trust anyone anymore, it was no good.

“That’s supposed to make me feel better?”

“Couldn’t care less how you feel. Feelings are for the weak,” shot Delilah back at her.

“For despising feelings that much, you have a lot of them.”

“Do I now?” said Delilah with a sharp tone, one eyebrow drawn up. It was somehow weird sitting in an over-the-top jet, discussing this with a half -sister she had no idea of. The reality still tried to catch up with her, although she was used to a lot of craziness in her life.

“Anger is a feeling, too, you know,” she told Delilah quietly. 

“I am not angry,” snapped Delilah at her and crossed her arms.

“Goddamit, of course you are. You are hurt and angry, and feel used and played. I can smell that from here to Europe!” she told her off louder than desired. Delilah drew up her eyebrows and looked at her in a very self-sufficient and arrogant manner, just like she’d do if anyone were to tell her the same. “You know what your problem is? You never learned to be angry. So instead of feeling and processing it, you hurt and control others.” She couldn’t say why she told her that, maybe because she had to hear it herself. Delilah tilted her head again, back to that curious look, making a scoffing noise.

“I know what I’m talking about, believe me,” she added. Because the truth was, she had to hear all of that herself. 

“Are you trying to make me feel better by telling me about your cute misdeeds?” asked Delilah, then in a tone of total detachment. 

“No. Because I have no interest in making you feel better about hurting others. Unlike you, I have empathy. For others at least.” And with a little scuff she added silently, more to herself, “Not so much for me.”

“So, you’re telling me you’re pathetic.”

Lovely. If I had ever imagined having a sister, this was not it.

“What I wanted to tell you is, I have never learned to be angry, either. So, I direct my anger at myself instead of others. And right now, I am not so sure what is healthier.”

“Healthy would be to not have a megalomaniac bazillionaire rapist father. And, I don’t know, but a living mother would be nice too. Bonus for a loving one.” The way Delilah said it made her bite her lip. So much about her made no jokes. She had humor, though very dark, but it was there.

“Yeah,” she said with a slight chuckle. And as she rewatched the entire conversation, she couldn’t help but burst into a laugh. It was all so unbelievable, and laughing was the only thing possible to process whatever was happening.

“And you call me the sociopath,” Delilah said dryly. Now, it was her turn to roll her eyes.

“So, the Secret, what is it about?” she asked to change the topic, as she had absolutely no interest in having her psyche evaluated. “Aren’t you successful enough?”

“I have no idea.”

“Don’t you rich people have other hobbies?”

“No. Money can only buy you things so far. Power is what counts.”

Wonderful, abso-fucking-lutely wonderful, she thought and sighed heavily. She couldn’t imagine a world where money wouldn’t be enough. It would solve all her problems, and she would be able to live a quiet life, far from the mess she had resided in her entire life.

“Isn’t that enough?”

“Having money?” asked Delilah incredulously, as if she were a stupid child asking if the earth was flat.

“Yeah. Some people would kill for the life you have, and you can’t get enough.”

“No, we can’t. Because we’re humans, and humans in their nature never have enough. Look at the world, there’s nothing you can do about it.”

She really sounds like Deis.

“Sounds like you have given up,” she said.

“Given up what?” snapped Delilah at her. “If you have seen what I’ve seen, you’d know there is nothing you can do. The world is supposed to be miserable. People are supposed to be miserable, and humans are just vile creatures.”

I know. But I refuse to believe that.

And although she could argue, she didn’t. Because another thought had crossed her mind. For whatever reason, it was kind of nice talking with Delilah. Despite her flaws, not to forget the nature of their acquaintance, being around Delilah was quite refreshing. There was no room for small talk, no room for second-guessing, and all the social norms to keep up. It was just straight conversations, something she valued so much but also made her life so fucking miserable.

Miserable. The thought reminded her of the essential thing Delilah wanted to tell her earlier.

“Delilah, you wanted to tell me something earlier, about my life. You asked if Deis also told me why my life was so fucking miserable. What did you mean?”

Delilah looked with an intense gaze at her before she spoke. “I thought as much.”

“What is it, Delilah?”

“We are landing. We don’t have much time. Deis will be heading after us; he’s surely tracking the jet. I will show you, I promise, and don’t mistake me, I rarely make any promises, but you have to see it.”

The curiosity in her almost burst from her chest. There was nothing she hated more than being teased. Well, not entirely true, because lying, social occasions, betrayal, and working a dull 9-5 job also ranked first, but teasing was definitely in the top five things she hated.

Thing was, somewhere deep down, she knew she already knew the answer. But she had to hear it, maybe even see it. So, knowing that Delilah wasn’t one to be persuaded, she just groaned in absolute dissatisfaction.
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After the jet had landed at Ford Airport, a small city airport, a car with a driver was already waiting for them. It left her wondering when Delilah had planned and executed all this, probably while she took the shower. But she never saw her much on the phone. Or did she have an earpiece like Deis?

“You aren’t working alone, are you?”

“Of course, I’m not,” retorted Delilah in her slightly entitled and annoying tone, somewhere from her high horse she rode on. As she had no interest in being treated like a bad child in an authoritarian household, she changed the topic.

“So, where is said storage?”

“Iron River.”

Iron River wasn’t far from Crystal Falls, the city she grew up in. Iron River was a bit more frequented and the place where she had fled to when in need of a change of scenery back in her teenage years. Not that it helped much, but she only came so far as an underage.

As they drove past all those known places, memories streamed back into her mind. Memories she had no wish for residing in her mind at all. There was a reason she left. Coming back now not only made her sick to the stomach but also brought a very bad feeling of foreboding with it, up to the point of a shudder running ice-cold down her spine. Was it only from coming back, though?

Or was it something else? She stared outside as the darkness fell over the landscape. And it was when they passed the sign Crystal Falls that the feeling in her stomach was more like a heavy rock weighing her down. Maybe she was just drained from the day, without much food and all the stress. Yes, it might just be that, at least she tried to convince herself of it. Or maybe it was just her getting all drowsy. The heaviness of everything lay still like tons of steel on her shoulders, pressing her into the leather seats. Maybe she could, just for a second, close her eyes and forget what just happened?

Suddenly, she jumped as words from the driver cut through her drowsy brain. When she focused her eyes, she recognized the landscape of Iron River.

“Miss Delilah, just to be sure, I am going to take some unexpected turns. There has been a car following us for quite some miles now,” said the driver.

The moment the driver said it, her heart pumped fast in her chest. It had to be him. Deis. The only problem was, a big chunk of her didn’t want him here. She wanted to know about the storage; she wanted to know what her fake mother had to hide.

“Deis,” said Delilah, totally unimpressed. “That was fast. Good to know.”

Good to know? I’d literally shit my pants if I knew Deis was coming after me.

“Stick to the plan, they’ll ward the property long enough.”

The driver just nodded and took an abrupt turn. Iron River wasn’t that big, and it was probably impossible to get lost. Or lose a tail.

“So, what’s the plan?” she asked Delilah. Spontaneous wasn’t usually her thing; there was nothing like a good plan, although she thrived in chaos. Only her life as of late seemed to consist solely of spontaneous chaos, catapulting her miles out of her comfort zone, and that seemed a little much.

Comfort zone. Deis’ second favorite bullshit word he preached to all those people. Thinking of it, she had to smirk a little. He had said it multiple times during that gruesome weekend, and it was used in many posts she saw, all giving the same shitty advice: ‘Growth only happens outside of your comfort zone.’

Yeah. Definitely not. I still don’t get how people believe all that stuff. It’s like believing a fortune cookie, if not worse, she thought, and scoffed out mindlessly with a disbelieving chuckle.

“What’s so funny?” asked Delilah.

“Nothing, what’s the plan?” she shot back.

“You and your morals won’t like it,” Delilah told her with a quite challenging tone.

“Bite me. Thought you needed me, so if we are to work together, I wish to be informed,” she said coldly and quite proudly of herself.

I can play that game, too.

Delilah considered her for a moment; apparently, the answer was to her satisfaction, as she spoke again and gave her one proper answer.

“We’ll break into Marie’s storage. And before you ask, ‘Why don’t we get the keycard from her, as you are officially her daughter and legal guardian? ‘ The answer is a) no time. Deis is coming after us, so time is essential. And b) I am not so sure she even has it, or if she does, she’d give it to us.”

Delilah was right, but she didn’t listen much after she heard his name. Deis.

Thinking of him made her insides spin. She didn’t know what to think, nor what to believe. Her heart longed for him, consumed by their connection – only it was tainted. Tainted by mistrust. A fact that made her question her entire existence. Everything she had felt, heard, and learned about him might very well be a lie. And then, while being angry, she didn’t mind at the same time, because something in her was so sure she had seen beyond the bullshit, beyond the lies. She had known who he was from the beginning.

Also, she had no idea what would happen if she were to meet him. She had no idea how she would react. Right now, she wanted only a single thing: to find out what was behind all the mysteries and secrets. And she also knew she had to find it first, because there was, in all her doubt, a huge chance Deis would not tell her the truth. He was, after all, a master of his arts, a master of manipulation and deceit.

“We are clear, Miss Delilah, the car did not follow. Shall we proceed?”

“Might be a tactic, but anyway, yes.”

They drove up to a block with storage units, a big fence presenting itself in front of them with a heavy gate. The property was fully lit with security cameras everywhere. They would be seen for sure. Her heart began to pound quite heavily. She was doing something unlawful, which could have awful consequences, with a half-sister, whom she did not know at all, except for her having killed many people. Probably not the best idea. But whatever. It was also amazingly thrilling to do something badass.

Something about the property, however, was vaguely familiar. As if she had been here before, but she was pretty sure she hadn’t been. They never had the need for a storage unit, as they had that big house with the attic, and although she had seen the storage property from driving by, it was more than that. It was a feeling she had.

The driver stopped in front of the gate and opened the window to attach some kind of device to the car’s door before he grabbed a laptop from the passenger seat. It took him not thirty seconds, and the gate opened.

They drove through the gate. And in her mind, she had really bad deja vu. It felt as if she had done the very thing before, only she didn’t. Or had it been a childhood memory she didn’t remember, which now was on the verge of resurfacing with her being back here? Or was it just a trick her mind was playing on her?

The driver, as if nothing had happened, parked in front of a storage unit. Delilah got out of the car without hesitation. Weren’t they scared of being seen?

“Are you coming or not?” asked Delilah, slightly annoyed.

“What about the cameras? I don’t want to be seen!?”

“They’re jammed. Do you believe me to be that stupid?” asked Delilah with a judgmental tone.

How I hate her attitude!

“No, just reckless,” she said coldly while opening her door and getting out of the car. Judging by Delilah’s snort, she had made a point. As she walked around the car, she glanced at the storage door, and to her absolute annoyance, it had the number 33 written in bold white writing on its red door.

“You are kidding me, aren’t you?” she whispered, speaking more to some non-existent supernatural being than anyone else.

“What?” asked Delilah immediately.

“Nothing. It’s just⁠—”

But she decided in that moment not to tell Delilah about the repeating numbers. She’d sure label her insane. Although she must know about Deis’ obsession with the numbers, mustn’t she?

The storage lock was open within five seconds. Not even enough time for her to get nervous. When the door slid open, her heart pumped. What would they find in there? A dark secret? Or simply stuff Marie didn’t need anymore?

The storage was only dimly lit by the lighting outside, but what she could see was that it was completely empty. Or at least she thought so. Delilah, however, strode into the unit towards the back of it and illuminated it with her torch. And then she saw a shelf. The light fell on it, and there was nothing on it except for what looked like a single book.

Her heart skipped a few beats as she reached the shelf, and Delilah, who had picked up the book. From the torchlight, she could see it had a leather binding, with an embossed ram on it, the very same she had seen in Deis’ car and his bedroom. And it was, all in all, one too many coincidences. Somehow, she could not tell why or how, but something about it felt familiar. This storage, everything, it felt as if she had seen it before somewhere.

Normally, her mind worked perfectly in remembering every single thing she had ever seen. At least everything after leaving this shithole. Yes, it lacked audio processing sometimes, but the visuals were like a catalogue in her mind that she could easily access. However, this was different. It wasn’t a memory she could access; it was more like a feeling in her chest. A sense of knowing. Only she hadn’t been here before. And while it was weird, there was also something else. Unable to describe it, the hair on her arms stood up. Something about this place was very, very strange. Because this wasn’t just a storage, she was pretty sure of it.

Delilah let her hand glide over the leather binding, almost like she caressed the book. With her finger, she followed the embossed symbol. And while she wanted nothing more than for Delilah to open the book, she couldn’t help but feel a part of her shout for her not to. It was like a scavenger hunt. And it was exciting beyond, which she had to acknowledge, to her own annoyance, and it also gave her a feeling of getting to a point of no return.

The suspension in the air neared a breaking point. And then, Delilah opened it. Carefully, as if she held an expensive gem in her hands.

On the first page, she recognized Marie’s handwriting. Goosebumps spread all over her skin. She saw only a single line, and it made her heart skip multiple beats, accompanied by the distinct feeling that someone had pulled the rug from under her.

This can’t be happening. It simply can’t be right.

But the words just laughed at her with the black on white. Undeniably meant for her.

Em, Genesis 4:10 6:5 9:6


13


EMMA
PLAYLIST: WAKE UP. – LLUNR


Maybe it was minutes, seconds, or hours passing by while she just stared at the words. Her mother–well, adoptive mother–had never been a religious person, not in the slightest. She had not even set foot in a church her entire life, so why, for all of heaven’s sake, cite the Bible now?

She had never studied the Bible, nor was she baptized, so the only thing she knew about the Bible was quite rudimentary. So, she had absolutely no clue what the referenced verses were about, although somewhere deep down she felt it was nothing good. Delilah, next to her, seemed to have no idea either, as she looked with a thousand question marks on her face at her. 

“Don’t ask me, I have no fucking clue what it means, I didn’t even know the storage unit existed, nor have I read a single thing from the Bible.”

Delilah stared at her just for another second, then took out her phone.

“Fuck. Forgot the jammers,” cursed Delilah. “Let’s get outta here, I wanna know what that means.”

She took the book and walked back to the car. Emma, however, just stood there. Because when Delilah had walked back, just for a single step, it had been almost inaudible, but as everything else was so quiet, she had immediately recognized the difference. There was a part of the floor that sounded quite hollow.

“Are you coming or what?” asked Delilah, annoyed.

Do I tell her or not?

And she decided in just a fraction of a second not to tell her. For all she knew, it could have been a pipe running below or–whatever, right? 

Just to quieten her mind, she walked the same path Delilah had taken. And undeniably, when she walked over the spot, there it also was, that same hollow sound, a little quieter maybe as she was wearing different shoes, but it was undeniably there.

Something in her told her not to say a damn word. Whatever this was, this storage was designated for her and her alone. Why else fuck with my mind like that?

The night air was cold and clear, yet slightly wet, so typical for this region. It was strange to be back after all those years, especially under the current circumstances. Just for a moment, she paused, one hand resting on the car door’s handle, and she looked around. Everything was quiet. Crushingly quiet, just like the silence before a storm. A storm she knew would undoubtedly come. Because whatever this was she got dragged into, it would become a hurricane. Something unforeseeable and destructive. She could feel it with every last inch of her body.

The driver closed the storage unit’s door, and they drove off into the night. Delilah unlocked her phone and searched for the verses.

“Mind reading them out loud?” she asked Delilah, a little annoyed as curiosity killed her. She still had Robert’s phone, but it was more like an insurance she did not wish to disclose in front of Delilah, as she wasn’t entirely sure if she could trust her. Probably she couldn’t.

“It’s Cain and Abel. The first, Genesis 4:10, is: And the Lord said, ‘What have you done? The voice of your brother’s blood is crying to me from the ground.’”

Fuck.

The moment the words had come over Delilah’s lips, a coldness spread through her entire body. Her mother knew–no, fake mother. Marie knew what she had done. She knew about her killing Derrick. What else could she possibly mean?

“The second, Genesis 6:5 ‘The Lord saw how great the wickedness of the human race had become on the earth, and that every inclination of the thoughts of the human heart was only evil all the time.’”

Everything in her clenched. It was a threat, she was quite sure.

“The third,” said Delilah slowly. Three. There it is again. “Genesis 9:6 Whoever sheds human blood, by humans shall their blood be shed; for in the image of God has God made mankind.”

It was a declaration. For war. For her being hunted. But by what she thought to be her mother all those years? Who was in a home because she had Alzheimer’s and was unable to recognize her anymore? And while the message was so clear, it also made no sense at all. She just stared into nothingness, unable to think clearly.

How could Marie know?

How did she know I’d come here?

How is any of this possible?

“Well, that sounds—” started Delilah, but she cut her off.

“Shut it.”

Her mind raced, and she needed to focus on her thoughts. She revisited the past conversations she had with Marie, everything she could recollect at least, and there had never been any inclination of her suspecting anything. How could she? It was impossible.

“Did Marie ever talk codes with you?”

“No, not that I can think of. Marie was never a Christian. She…I don’t know, I can’t remember most of my childhood.” Which was the truth, and yet, it was a lie. Because after that night in Niagara Falls with Deis at his event, some things had come back. Things that were supposed to stay in the dark on purpose, but for whatever shitty reasons, she was unable to contain them any longer in that black box of her soul, stored somewhere where they would never be seen again.

But telling people she did not remember anything was actually a great excuse to evade nosy questions and have a complete psychological assessment run on herself. There was a part of her that did not want to divulge all her secrets and inner workings to Delilah, nor anyone else, not even herself.

“Wonderful,” said Delilah in her arrogant tone. “It seems we have to visit your fake mom after all.”

Visiting my fake mom. Because I have nothing better to do than go back there. 

They drove down Highway 2 towards Crystal Falls. With every mile, the bad foreboding cooking in her stomach became heavier. Something told her not to do it. Maybe it was because of all the memories, maybe it was because of the uncertainty. Or maybe it was just wrong.

Marie wrote the note. So she had to have done it years previously, or, somewhere in her mind, she even saw the possibility that her fake mom with a fake background faked her own sickness, but that was super unlikely, wasn’t it? The doctor’s visits, it could–oh my fucking god.

Everything in her shuddered for a second. Almost as if it was screaming at her to finally see. It was the moment she thought about the doctor, a thought crossed her mind.

What if all of it was fake? Not only Marie’s story – my story. And then it hit her. What if it was all Deis? The folder he had about me in the car? The doctor who gave Derrick the meds for me? The Bible verses and Marie somehow knowing what I did. What if…oh my god, it can’t be.

“I think we should visit someone else first,” Emma said while staring out of the window, trying not to drown in her racing thoughts. She had always been extremely good at pattern recognition. In seeing what others didn’t. In making connections where normal people wouldn’t even look. Her ability had never failed her. Never.

And with it, a somehow sinking yet aroused feeling spread through her. 

“Who and why?” asked Delilah.

She did not answer immediately. The chaos of thoughts in her mind suddenly became an image. Like all the puzzle pieces finally fit together.

“Dr. Mitch Suttonboro. He…um…” she stuttered slightly because she did not want to put on the table that Deis gave her, said folder, and she killed her fake father in consequence. “I um…have a folder with footage of said doctor meeting with Derrick. Apparently, they invented my sickness and prescribed me drugs, first to produce the symptoms and then to…I don’t know. My past is so blurry from that time. But that doctor, he was also Marie’s doctor, before she was put in Meadows.”

The hairs on her arm stood up after she finished her sentence. Almost as if it was telling her she was on the right track.

Delilah didn’t answer immediately. She breathed in with closed eyes, and when she opened them again, she first scoffed with a disbelieving smile on her face. “Those sick bastards,” she said. “Suttonboro isn’t a real doctor. He’s on our father’s payroll.”

The words did not sink in immediately, but when they did, a shudder like ice ran through her spine.

“He is what?” she asked incredulously. Not because she didn’t hear it the first time, but to have the confirmation.

Delilah closed her eyes for another moment. It was as if she was bracing herself for what she would tell her; she could feel there was something coming in her entire body.

“I don’t know how much you know, but what the media suspects is only the surface of an iceberg. My asshole of a brother, well, your brother now, too, if he isn’t dead by now, holds what he calls a coaching business,” said Delilah silently, swallowing heavily. “What he does is something evil. He draws in women, the younger the better. He holds those ‘freedom week’ workshops, everything under non-disclosure agreements, nothing gets out there. What happens there…” Delilah paused. But she already knew what would come next. A heavy, rock-like feeling had already appeared in her stomach, with it the distinct need to vomit.

“Suttonboro, he drugs them. He is a chemist with a god-complex, calls himself New Era Alchemist. Those women, they don’t remember anything much afterwards, except for what they want them to.”

They don’t remember anything except for what they want them to?

“Wait, what? He can make people only remember certain things?” she asked while a sinking feeling flushed through her chest.

“Yes,” breathed Delilah out in a dark tone. Delilah seemed not very willing to talk about it, but she had to know. Because somewhere deep down, she knew it was very much likely Suttonboro did the same with or to her. She was finally getting to the real reason she remembered little from her past.

“But how is that possible?” she asked incredulously.

“They use several techniques and medications, people are drugged before they are manipulated into believing things they never saw or lived through. Through certain drugs, emotions are heightened, and with certain ways of questioning, conditioning, and misuse of hypnotization, as well as other techniques to rewire the thought processes. Then there are other drugs to erase memory or any sort of rational thinking. Suttonboro’s kinda brews medication cocktails to get the desired effects, and Robert does the psychological and subconscious manipulation.”

For a moment, she could not speak, trying to wrap her head around what she had just heard. Because she was quite sure now, Suttonboro had done the same with her, too. That’s why she couldn’t remember her past. Because her memory was altered.

It all made sense. All the holes in her past. The strange images she sometimes saw but could not connect. The voices, she was very sure, weren’t in her head but were the voices of people in her past she did not remember.

A fluttering sensation spread through her because she finally understood. It made her sick, and at the same time, a delightful feeling of power spread through her. Because knowing was power. She knew she was on the verge of finding the truth, causing a heated sensation to rush through her chest.

The only question was, why?

And what really happened? 

“But what happens at those events?” she asked, because she had to know. She needed to hear, although she already was swallowing down her vomit.

“You can’t imagine how much money men are willing to pay to use girls and women for their pleasure; it’s a very lucrative business.”

Her entire skin felt like ice as her stomach finally revolted. Right at this moment, she was more than happy she hadn’t eaten anything in forever, so she swallowed down her own stomach acid once more. It was a disgusting taste in her mouth, her throat burned like shit.

Delilah handed her a bottle of water. “You really have to work on your vomiting issues, seriously, we are not even at the bottom.”

Gulping down some water, she then asked, “We aren’t?”

“No, not nearly.”

“But how? Those women, how do they not recognize, remember?”

“Those women go home, and they believe they had the best week of their lives. They go home believing they transformed their life, overcame their shadows, and broke free from their shitty lives. So, they book the next event. And the next. Slowly, they are pulled into the system Robert built, separated from friends and family, brainwashed by him. He makes them believe he is some sort of God, the healer, the savior. It is manipulation to the heaviest degree, and Suttonboro is the magician.”

Breathe. Breathe. Breathe, she told herself with eyes closed, focusing on calming her stomach as images flashed through her mind. Images she could not distinguish. Face. Eyes. Hands. Sensation. She pulled her legs up and held herself in a rocking position on the seat. It was all too much.

“That sounds awfully like Deis’ events,” she finally said. “Except he⁠—”

“Deis isn’t a sadistic psychopath like my brother. He has his tendencies, sure. He is violent. A strategist. But he’s different. He acts out of a code, with his events, it is different, believe me, I have seen them both.”

Her head felt like it was exploding, and while she felt cold, she was also sweating. She wanted nothing more than to sleep, to think, to remove the images she saw in her mind. Halls of women, being raped by men on stage, and God knew where and how. She had to get those images out of her mind. It was disgusting. Sickening. And it rendered her speechless.

Delilah didn’t say anything much for a while, either, and then said to her, “But I think you are right, we should give Suttonboro a visit.” Leaning to the front, she said to the driver, “Change of plans, Suttonboro first. Get a second team, rest as planned. Might be a good idea, Deis is probably not gonna see that one coming.”

It’s just crazy. How the hell did I end up here?

Delilah had let herself fall back into her seat and stared out of the window.

She must have gone through so much shit growing up in a world like that. I can’t even imagine having a brother, let alone a father like that, and being tied to them. Probably she had to endure the same shit all those women were forced to. And Deis, whatever code he had, was still a lying manipulator.

“Do you love him?” she asked Delilah out of the blue. “Deis, I mean?”

Delilah turned her head and stared at her through the darkness in the car, where moonlight occasionally lit her face through the trees.

“Deis was a business decision my father made in the end. Deis had built himself an empire with the coaching stuff. Richard wanted to have an influence on the people. It’s a great business, you know. Brings money, power, and a huge peek into people’s minds, their deepest needs and fears.”

Yeah, who are you telling that to? “It fitted his plans. Richard built a network; he has power and influence everywhere. But to be honest, ultimately, Deis was good to me. I think he got me, at least that’s what I thought. I have no clue what love is, so I don’t think I ever loved him. He was many things, and I hoped…” began Delilah, but broke off.

“You never suspected? Never had a feeling he was not entirely who he seemed to be?”

Delilah did not answer but looked away.

It actually amazed her. Delilah, who was so well educated, so filled with mistrust and darkness herself, so cold and calculating, did not see him for what he was. But it also told her that behind all the hard, cold wall of distance was a woman with a heart and soul, wanting to be loved. Hell, she knew it all so well. But seeing that Delilah, famous Delilah DeBarra, was just like her gave her some peace. Slightly barbaric, finding peace in another person’s pain, but whatever. Desperate times.

They drove a little longer without talking until a thought crossed her mind.

“So Deis, he took your name? Why did he do it?”

“Richard. The DeBarra name is his legacy. He built an empire with Gamma, and Deis had to oblige. It was one of the reasons why I never suspected him. He always gave in to Father; I didn’t believe him to be such a concealed strategist. But after I learned who he truly was, it didn’t surprise me anymore. What Father did is unforgivable.”

“But if you feel that way, why let Deis hunt you? Why not work together to bring down your father?” It was a legit question, she thought. Delilah, however, not so much.

“Our father,” said Delilah, which gave her a huge pinch in the chest. “Deis, he betrayed me. Used me. Played me. There is no forgiveness.”

“You wanna know what I think?”

“No,” retorted Delilah immediately, but she didn’t care.

“Deis, he humiliated you, publicly, that’s why you are so angry, that’s why you can’t overlook it. Because he made you the villain. You’re hurt, and it’s personal.”

Delilah stared at her with a glare in her eyes that gave her the distinct feeling she wanted to strangle her. But she would not let herself be intimidated by her.

“You hurt others, so you don’t have to feel your own pain,” she continued, disregarding the constant glaring. “Which leads me to the conclusion that you are denying a big part of you. The part that feels. So much. Because you are scared. Scared, that if you allow yourself to feel, it will overwhelm you, that the pain will be too much,” she said to put a finger into the wound, to find out more about who Delilah truly was.

“You should conclude less,” hissed Delilah at her. “And stop projecting your own shit on me.”

“No, I will not. Because I am right.”

“The fuck you are.”

“Your reaction tells me everything,” she told Delilah anyway. “But guess what, denial never works. It takes you only so far. And believe me, I have been there. But you must see what would be possible. You have to overcome yourself.”

“You sound like Deis.”

I really do sound like him. Shit.

“Yeah, maybe I am right this moment. But it does not matter. Don’t distract me.”

Delilah only glanced at her, totally annoyed.

“You have to feel, or you will always be a prisoner.”

“A prisoner?”

“Yes, a prisoner. Fenced in by your own wall of emotions, and others will use it against you.”

Should tell myself that.

“Or I just be the cold wall,” scoffed Delilah. “Works fine for me.”

“That doesn’t make the feelings go away. They are still there, and the more you ignore them, believe me, the stronger they’ll get.”

“Huh,” said Delilah. “You should get on stage, become like him and all those life coaches, and preach water while they drink wine.”

It made her laugh. “Thanks, but no thanks. I have no need to feed myself from the grandiosity of being celebrated on stage.”

Silence fell on them and the rest of the drive; they did not speak. Delilah seemed to be lost in thought, and her own mind drifted away also.

“You know, I get that it’s hard,” she said after a while into the blue. “But ultimately, it’s your, our, father’s fault. You were a casualty caught between the enemies, and trust me, I get it. But working together with Deis could work, you know.” She tried one last attempt to get her somewhere where she wasn’t caught between the sides.

“I will not work with a man who betrayed me. You of all people should understand!” Delilah Delilah at her. “Wasn’t it you who got your own revenge on your ex-fiancé with Deis?”

Ouch. But she had a point. And to not pour more oil into the fire, she switched back to their original topic. Her head was still throbbing from all the thoughts rushing through it.

“So, Suttonboro, do you know where he is?” she asked Delilah. “He had that practice in Green Bay, but I suppose that was only a cover?”

“It was, and still is. But he lives not far,” she answered. “Rae, does he still live in the lake house? Anything from the others?” she asked the driver.

“He does,” answered Rae, the driver, who quickly glanced at a tablet. “We have a visual, he is currently sleeping in his bed, and the team is getting ready to join us. ETA in two hours, so if you wish to recharge, now would be convenient.”

The way Rae spoke sounded so familiar to her, as if she had heard it before.

“Delilah, I wonder, Rae, he—” she started, trying to ask a question.

“They, not he,” said Delilah with a sharp tone.

“Oh. Sorry, I–I didn’t know. Rae, something sounds so familiar, like I have heard their voice before. It’s just—” she broke off because she wasn’t getting anywhere with her own question. She asked Delilah because she wasn’t sure about speaking to Rae directly. It was as if there was an invisible wall she wasn’t allowed to pass. She glanced from Delilah to the front, where she saw Rae glancing at her through the rearview mirror.

“I have been wondering if you would recognize, Miss Emma,” said Rae finally.

Miss Emma. I have heard that before.

She glanced at Rae immediately, and just for a second, they locked eyes.

“Rae has been in our family’s employment for many years,” said Delilah. “Rae has mainly worked with and for Derrick.”

It was that moment, it clicked.

“That night he came back from the hospital, it was you,” she said. It was one of the very few memories she had. Derrick had been brought home by an official-looking black SUV after being released from the hospital. The story back then had been that he had an accident; a car didn’t see him crossing the street or something like that. The reason she still remembered was because it was a particularly happy moment for her. She would have loved to send flowers to whoever had run him over. But, to keep him calm and happy, she had played shocked and scared. It was the driver who accompanied Derrick inside and told her, ‘No worries, Miss Emma, he shall be healed and well very soon. Do not worry, it would not do any good.’

“It was I, yes, Miss Emma,” Rae said and glanced at her again. Something about the look made the hair on her arms stand up, almost as if she could sense there was more. And what Rae said next pulled the rug out from under her.

“It was also I who did not feel the need to stop you later.”


14


DEIS
PLAYLIST: WHO ARE YOU - SVRCINA


His fingers trailed over the surface of the wooden shelf. It was soft, filled with dust, and resembled the overall smell of the storage unit. They had been here, and they had found something. When his fingers wandered over the board exactly in front of his chest, there was a small space where he could feel no dust under his fingers.

So, they had found something. There had been something in here, and they took it. Trailing the dust rim, it had the size of a standard book.

“A team just entered Meadows,” Ed told him. “I believe they’re going there too.”

Meadows Memory Care was the home Emma’s mother was in. He knew they’d go visit her. The visit to this storage unit was, however, unexpected.

“They jammed it again?” he asked Ed.

“Yup, no access to anything. But Jaz has something for you.” Ed handed him one of the tablets, and he activated his earpiece with a single tap on his ear. “Tell me what you got.”

“The storage belongs to her mother,” Jaz explained, “but it’s paid for by an account from a certain Cain Altman. Which is quite interesting.”

“Never heard the name, why?”

“Cain Altman is a very generic and yet unique name, don’t you think? So, I dug into it. I found everything: social security number, California driver’s license, social profiles, tax payments, employment history. All of it flawless. But then I saw who his employers were.”

“Let me guess, Richard’s companies.”

“Bingo.”

“So, a fake, shadow employee pays for Emma’s mother’s secret storage.”

“Smells fishy, right? I thought so, too. So, I traced back to when the first settlement was made from this account. You won’t believe it.”

“Tell me,” he hissed, full of hate for her tactic of rubbing the big fish she found under his nose.

“May 3rd, 1998.”

Silence.

The day after the worst fucking day of my life. My seventh birthday. And the day Derrick Richardson murdered and slaughtered my family and me. This is no fucking coincidence.

“What time was the transfer made?” he asked.

“Can’t tell. I only know as much because the storage facility recorded every payment in a physical archive that was digitized five years ago. The contract was signed on May 2nd,” Jaz told him.

“I need to know when it was sent, Jaz. It’s essential. Hack into the bank, do whatever you must, but get me the exact time the transfer was sent.”

“Therefore, we might need to break into the bank’s archives. Because hacking won’t get me access to the ancient records. The bank’s server systems only cover everything after 2003.”

“Do it,” he said without hesitation. He could hear Jaz and Sam’s thoughts through the silence on their end, but it did not matter to him. It was essential for him to know. He always thought Marie Richardson to be an innocent bystander, caught in the fire due to her marriage to Derrick. This, however, changed everything. Everything.

If Marie were involved, it would open up an entirely new angle he hasn’t visited. It meant information was missing. It also meant risk and bad work on their end.

“Dig into everything about Marie, everything. There is something we don’t know, and I hate not to know!” he roared at them. Built-up energy had to be released, and they were the vessels. He didn’t care much, and they knew about his temper.

“Deis, come and take a look here,” called Ed, “and then we should leave.”

He walked over to the storage’s entrance, where Ed stood, staring closely at a light switch. He turned it on, only nothing happened. There was no light bulb.

“Maybe they aren’t paying for electricity.”

“I thought so too. But then, listen…” Ed held his head near the switch and clicked again. Following Ed, he had his ear next to the switch, and there it was. The moment the switch clicked, there was the tiniest sound of buzzing, just for the fraction of a second.

“You think it’s blocked on purpose?”

“Quite,” said Ed, who now began to knock on the walls.

“Jaz, we need your expertise here. I’ll send you the jet. Greg can handle the bank thing.” Not waiting for her response, he went for the car. Ed already called the pilot to collect Jaz and closed the storage, as there was nothing more they could do. They had to wait for Jaz to do her magic while they followed Delilah and Emma.

Something is going on here, I can feel it, sense it with my whole body.

When he opened the door, he took one glance around, but nothing moved. “Let’s roll. I wanna see what happens at Meadows.”

“Team’s in place, but I am afraid they are going somewhere else.”

“Didn’t you just say they’re heading there, too?”

“They were, but we got a CCTV image of them in Wisconsin. We’re tracking the plate, but cameras are scarce there.”

“Wisconsin?” he asked sharply. “Where in Wisconsin?”

“It was a camera on Highway 141, an hour from here.”

Goosebumps spread on his arms because he knew exactly what they were up to from the moment he had heard what highway they took. A knot built in his stomach for reasons he never thought would happen. An ice-cold shudder that felt like heat rushed through his body and made his skin burn from the coldness. Sweat appeared on his forehead, and everything felt tight for a moment. His clothes, his body, the world in its entirety.

He closed his eyes.

Breathe.

You have survived worse.

Breathe.

You will get out of this.

Breathe.

You are Deis DeBarra.

And as he remembered who he was, he focused back on the moment.

“What is it, Deis?” inquired Ed.

“141 leads to Green Bay, Ed. Green Bay.”

A pause. He knew why, because they had done it together. Ed had been by his side.

“Fuck.”

“Yes, indeed. I should have killed him.” The last sentence was more for Sam than Ed, who he still had on the earpiece.

“I still think it was the right thing not to,” answered Sam, through the earpiece. “Richard would’ve known someone was coming after him, and he would have protected himself and the operations more.”

“Sam, if he talks, Emma will never forgive, never.”

“You don’t know that, he may very well not talk, and even so, you know nothing about her ability to forgive,” said Sam, and it made the blood in his veins boil. “So, if it were me, I’d get my ass there as soon as possible and see to killing Suttonboro now; he deserves it anyway.”

Breathe.

“You do remember what she did with Derrick, yes?” he said with a dark, sadistic undertone.

“Vividly. But you aren’t Derrick.”

Arguing was senseless at this point. The only thing that would help was indeed killing Suttonboro.

I should have done it back then. Or the moment I stepped into Emma’s life. It was a loose end I never should have allowed to exist.

Sam was always such a strategic mastermind, but sometimes all a man needed was a gun and a hole in another man’s head, and that was precisely what was required for this situation. Years that would have saved the shit that was about to happen.

Sam and Ed could think whatever the fuck they wanted, but he knew it in his bones that Suttonboro would blab to save his own life. Delilah would threaten him, and the bastard would sing like a bird.

There was only a single way to stop it. If he called Delilah, she’d sense how important Suttonboro was, which left him the only option to alert Suttonboro, warn him of Delilah coming for him, get him out safely, and then kill him.

The night was clear, and the moon illuminated the scenery between the storage units while he still stood outside the car. Ed eyed him, very much aware that something was going to happen.

He fumbled out his phone and dialed for Suttonboro. It dialed. Once. Twice. Thrice.

“You have a nerve calling,” answered a sleepy voice.

“Mitch, you wanna hear this. You need to get out, go into hiding, they’re coming for you.”

Silence on the other end.

“Now! Or you will not live to see the sunrise,” he added, more demanding.

“Why would you mean to get me out? Why? I am sniffing a trap here,” answered Suttonboro flatly, and it made him groan and roll his eyes internally.

“Then, Mitch, by all means, call my bluff, but I’ll say ‘I told you so’ to your dead body with joy. They are almost there, I am tracking them right now, and it will not only be painful but deadly, just like the trail of dead bodies they left at Robert’s house.”

More silence.

“But—”

“No but. I can get you out, but you have to move now. I can guarantee you safe passage to a safe house. I promised you a secure life for your services, and this is me holding up my promises.”

“But who is coming?”

“Richard, Mitch. Richard. He knows. And the FBI. I didn’t give you away, but…” It was a lie he gladly told. Suttonboro could never know who was coming. Never.

“Fuck,” groaned Suttonboro. “Emma. So, she remembers.”

He wasn’t sure if and what Emma remembered, but if it made Suttonboro believe him and do what he wanted, he wouldn’t disagree.

“Glad you caught up with the magnitude of the issues. Here’s what you’ll do. You will turn off all your cameras, take the care package, gun up, gear up, and get your ass into that bunker of yours. Take the files, all of them.” He put all emphasis on the last words. It was most important that the files be nowhere to be found, except for those he wanted to. Meanwhile, he leaned into the car, snapped the tablet from the passenger seat, and opened Maps to check what he had planned in his mind already. It was a risk, but there wasn’t another option. “It’s too late for leaving, I believe. I’ll get you out of there, but we need at least an hour, even if we get there at full speed. An hour. And you need to move now!

There was another moment of silence on Mitch’s end. He could hear Mitch was frozen to the ground, because in his nature, Mitch was a whiny little cockroach who tried to hide behind all his grandiosity.

“Move, now!” he shouted at him, and to his relief, Mitch finally did what he was told. It was simply the best idea to have him imprison himself. It would be so much easier if he were cut off from communication and stuck in a bunker he could access.

And then he heard shots being fired.

Fuck!

Just when he jumped in the car and signaled Ed to roll, the call ended.

“Shit!” he roared through the car as Ed rushed the car onto the highway with squealing tires.

He could feel Ed wanted to say something, but for his own sake, he hoped he’d swallow it. Right this moment, he couldn’t foresee what would happen if he heard any of it. His insides cooked. Almost burning him from inside, the anger of losing, not only to Delilah, but losing control of what happened with Emma was simply unbearable.

He wanted to kill and strangle, to vanish and destroy, inflame and put into ashes everything in his reach. His hands were clenched into fists, so hard the knuckles had become white. And while his body tensed, his mind raced. Raced on how to stall Delilah, on how to kill Suttonboro before he could talk.

Only there wasn’t anything he could do.

He was powerless.

The loss of control he could not deal with.

And there was only a single way out.
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: PSYCHO KILLER – POWER-HAUS, CHRISTIAN REINDL, ALLIE ARMSTRONG


‘It was also I who did not feel the need to stop you later.’

No fucking way.

She stared at Rae, trying to wrap her head around how to evade the conversation. But there was no way out.

“So, you know?” she asked a little sheepishly, almost like a little girl caught smoking. Only she didn’t smoke, but killed her own father, well, fake father.

“Know, witnessed, decided it was for the better, yes,” Rae told her without another glance in the rearview mirror.

So, Delilah now had something to hold against her, too. Wonderful. Really fucking wonderful.

“But if you let that happen, you actively worked against Richard and Gamma.” It was more of a statement than a question she issued.

“You may see, Miss Emma,” began Rae, “oppression only goes so far until it flips into rebellion.”

From the corner of her eye, she saw Delilah make a funny movement with her head, a tilted twitch as if she were to remove a fly sitting on her hair. Additionally, her muscles seemed to tense for a moment. Delilah closed her eyes and breathed slowly in and out. She watched her chest heave up, become still, and then deflate. Delilah used a breathing technique, the one she used to calm herself down. 

Had it been Rae’s words that caused it? Or simply a coincidence?

“The moon is quite pretty tonight,” she said in an attempt to distract her.

“I don’t give a fuck about the moon,” hissed Delilah.

“You should give it a look, maybe you’ll see something, too.” There was one out of two options on how this could go. Either Delilah would open her eyes and follow the invitation of that stupid but very effective tool to evade panic attacks and deal with anxiousness, or she would rip her head off. She was pretty sure it would be the latter.

“And why,” said Delilah with an annoyed tone through gritted teeth, “would I have to see anything outside? I am fucking trying to focus here, so why don’t you shut your pestilent mouth⁠—”

Like I said, the latter.

“You are not trying to focus,” she told Delilah. “You’re trying to evade what’s going on inside of you. And that you can do best not by focusing inward, but outward.”

“And you are not only an all-knowing brainiac but also an annoying fountain of unsolicited advice.”

She couldn’t help but chuckle. Fountain of unsolicited advice. She’d hate herself if she had heard her own words. 

“You know what, go have fun with your panic or whatever it is, I’m just gonna lean back and watch,” she snapped at Delilah. The temperature in the car had dropped to ice, but as of this moment, she was fine sitting that one out. So, she pulled up her legs again and leaned to the side. While she stared out of the window into the dark night, the landscape of trees and fields flying by, she finally had time to think.

Think of all she had learned, all that had happened in the past hours and days. Her mind, as much as her body, was tired. It was only in that moment she realized how tired.

When she woke again, it was because Rae’s voice trailed into her ears.

“We’re almost there, Miss Delilah.”

Her body felt like a herd of horses had galloped upon her body. Everything ached, especially her arm and leg. So much so, she flinched hard when she brushed over her forearm.

“You don’t have any pain meds, do you?” she asked, more to Rae than Delilah.

“We do,” answered Delilah, who rummaged in a bag at her feet and threw over an orange pill bottle.

Reading the label, she saw it was Lidocaine. An ibuprofen would have done it, she thought, but got a pill out nonetheless. Because if she were honest, the pain in her body was so severe it was nauseating.

Gulping the pill down with some of the water from the bottle Delilah had given her previously was not helping with the nausea in any way. And while more trees and the shimmer of water flew past the window, a heavy feeling like she had swallowed a huge rock spread further in her stomach.

“Are you alright?” asked Delilah.

“Yes, I’m fine,” she hissed through gritted teeth.

“You don’t look fine. Maybe you should⁠—”

“Now who’s giving unsolicited advice?” she snapped back.

“I just don’t want you to barf in the car,” answered Delilah coldly.

“I won’t.”

Delilah did not answer anymore and instead leaned toward the front seats.

“Everything ready?” she asked Rae.

“Yes, Miss Delilah. Everything’s in place. There is no sign of him or his team here or at Meadows.”

“Huh. I thought he’d be faster. Do we have taps?” asked Delilah.

“Impossible to get, they’re hiding any traces. The jet is officially heading to Minneapolis,” said Rae.

“Bullshit. They’re concealing, I know he’s coming, I can feel him breathing down our necks,” said Delilah.

“He’s a hunter,” she said silently while trying to keep her breathing from becoming erratic. Both Delilah and Rae glanced at her. “He’s lingering in the shadows, waiting for the perfect moment to strike. He’s patient. It’s what he loves. It’s all fun and games for him. I am quite sure.”

“Apparently,” said Delilah after a short pause, “he didn’t manipulate you as much as I initially thought. Who would’ve guessed?”

“I told you as much, but hey, why listen?” Her tone was annoyed because she hated, to the bone, being underestimated.

That second, Rae turned off the car’s lights and rolled up a driveway to a house. It must have been a lake house, because they had been driving on the lake’s shoreline for a while. That alone made her heartbeat faster, because it meant they had arrived. And while she had been exhausted since waking up, what happened next made her system go into full alert. Three black cars, from what she could see in the darkness, rushed past them, and a lot of people got out. One of them made some gesture towards them, but then proceeded to take on the house.

She lost track of the people in the darkness, but she was sure they’d round up and enter the house. Rae then opened a laptop, and they could hear voices.

“Beta in, target moving,” came a whisper.

And just when she wanted to ask what the plan was, noises came through the communication tool, apparently running on the laptop.

Suddenly, shots were fired, and the moment she heard it, her stomach clenched even more. If possible. Because she wanted the answers, she needed the answers, and Suttonboro had to live, whatever asshole he might be. Seconds passed where none of them spoke and simply waited.

“Target’s secure,” a female-sounding voice announced through the speaker. “We believe he was warned; he was prepping. Should we get him out, or are you coming inside?”

“He was warned,” whispered Delilah and stared at Rae for a moment. “Deis, he’s coming. Get him out. We are moving elsewhere.”

“Rae, find a location. We need something remote, not too far. He knows there is something going on, and we need time.”

It took the team not a minute to come back out, dragging with them a handcuffed Mitch Suttonboro. She couldn’t see his face, as they had pulled a black sack over his head, but from the appearance, his statue fitted what she remembered. 

They squeezed him at gunpoint into one of the SUVs, and just as fast as they had arrived, they disappeared.

“Got a place, follow my lead, sending you the coordinates now,” said Rae, apparently to the team. With a single swish on the tablet, it was done. And then, they drove.

It took them only what must have been a couple of minutes until the landscape became scarce with buildings, except for a few warehouses.

They turned into a road that wasn’t even a proper road, leading to a lake with a single industrial building standing near it. It was perfect for whatever would happen, because it was remote, and she couldn’t see a single camera.

They rolled into the driveway, gravel crushing softly under the tires. Somehow, she felt a rush of anticipation. She was so sure Suttonboro held answers to questions she didn’t even know she had. And she would finally find out.

The team was so fast in getting out, securing the brick wall building, and entering that she didn’t even blink until they were done. Delilah and Rae then opened the doors to get out, so she followed their lead.

“Let’s hurry, it’s best not to linger here too long,” said Delilah rather silently.

The night air was just as clear as in Iron River, although she imagined dawn to come soon. It must’ve been early morning hours already, and right that moment she cursed herself for not having taken a look at the car’s clock.

They walked into the building, which was some sort of hall, and while they did, she took in what she could. Counting Delilah’s team, she saw six people, and apparently, all of them appeared to be women. Or they might have been non-binary like Rae, too. To not dive deeper into any assumptions, she focused her senses on everything else.

Every step, a dull clunk resounded from the walls, coming from Delilah’s shoes.  The way she walked through the hall was something quite badass, and she felt like they were in a movie.

Only it wasn’t a movie but real-life shit. Therefore, real consequences. And that fact made her stomach turn again slightly.

The team flanked each side of the windowless hall-like room they entered through a steel door. It was only dimly lit by a mobile floodlight the team had probably placed there, and aside from the stool in the middle with Suttonboro on it, it was filled with several huge shelves. It had probably been an old storage or warehouse, or even a barn once, as the brick walls concluded. Dust on the shelves and the overall wet smell suggested it hadn’t been occupied for years.

Delilah walked up to the man and kicked him full on in his kneecap. From the resulting scream, it was probably very painful.

“Hello, asshole,” Delilah said and ripped the sack from his head.

“Delilah?” asked Suttonboro, totally perplexed. “What the hell?”

And then his glance wandered over to her. In his eyes was fear, even disbelief.

“Emma,” he said dryly, and before he was able to continue, Delilah interrupted him.

“You were warned, who warned you?” she inquired.

“I wasn’t, I had no idea⁠—”

“Cut the bullshit, asshole, I have the footage, you were trying to hide with stuff when we got to you,” said Delilah in a very harsh tone. It was fascinating to see how her entire personality seemed to shift. There was so much authority, so much distance, and absolutely no playfulness in her anymore. Even her posture had changed, much more aggressive and present.

“Here’s the thing, Mitch, we can do this the easy way or the hard way.” She gripped his face by the hair and pulled it back. “The easy way, you answer every question truthfully, the hard way will result in a lot of pain. Pain you don’t even know exists.”

A shudder ran down her spine watching the level of subliminal aggression radiate from Delilah; aside from what she verbalized, it was reason enough to be frightened.

But Suttonboro only laughed. It was a derogatory laugh of superiority.

“The fuck you will,” he then said with a dismissive chuckle. “Your father will kill you for this.”

“Funny, you mention him, I am sure Emma here has a lot of questions in that department. So, who warned you?”

The look Suttonboro gave her was reason enough to put a bullet in his head. And just for the fraction of a second, she wanted nothing more than to give in to the anger cooking up in her and hit him full in the face.

Too bad I don’t have a…, she thought, and immediately shook off the thought. What the fuck am I doing?  Even thinking something like that! It had been such a strong thought that it frightened her. Almost automatically, she glanced around, checking if anybody had heard it. It was stupid, and yet, she couldn’t help it.

“Last chance to answer my question for the easy way out,” said Delilah, and she leaned in on Suttonboro until her mouth was at his ear. She whispered something in it, and due to the complete silence, even the whisper resounded through the hall.

“Let me be clear, Mitch, about what will happen otherwise. I will emasculate you in full consciousness, and for each girl you fucked, I will drive a knife through you, carefully avoiding a fast death until you slowly and painfully bleed out. And if even that will not make you talk, I will shove a live rodent up your ass to eat you from the inside out while flaming your skin until it drops like liquid from your muscles. Do you understand?”

Holy fucking damn shit, she thought and made a mental note to never get on Delilah’s bad side, but at the same time her words made her grin. Maybe it was displacement behavior, or maybe it was the visual absurdity of the image in her mind of having a rodent shoved up someone’s butt.

The look on Mitch Suttonboro’s face was priceless. She could see and sense his fear because he knew very well Delilah meant every word of it.

Oh, this is gonna be a show, she thought to herself. Because Suttonboro was the reason for so much evil in her life. Trying not to let out a displaced chuckle from her deranged and slightly sadistic thoughts, she looked around the room once again. Delilah’s team did not seem to be impressed or moved by her words, as they simply stood there in cold absence. Glancing around, she took in the rest of the warehouse.

It was completely empty except for some abandoned stuff here and there. She saw some old bricks piled up near one of the walls, some old plastic buckets with what had to be plastic bags in them, all super dusty. There were also some tools lying around, scrapers, and what would be a spirit level. Also, in the corner, she saw some sacks, probably filler or something like that. All equally covered in dust.

And then Suttonboro did something fundamentally stupid as he was speaking again, ripping her from her wandering eyes around the room.

“Listen, bitch, you won’t fucking touch me. Deis will come for you, because I have, how do I say it to make you understand, an insurance policy thanks to him. You are a worthless piece of shit with a big mouth, and your daddy should have shut you up years ago.”

Anger beyond everything cooked through her veins like a tsunami of fire. Delilah didn’t move at first, but then leaned back slowly. Purposefully. And she could sense there was an echo building in her.

And while she watched, something had snapped in her own existence. The moment he had mentioned Deis, she knew what all this was about. She knew Deis had given her the folder, but there had to be more to it. There was something he hadn’t told her, something he wanted to conceal. Deis had been the one warning Suttonboro, so they wouldn’t find him. And then there was the fact that Suttonboro dared to speak to Delilah like this. Daring to use the words and threatening a woman who had been tortured by her own fucking father her entire life, apparently with the help of Suttonboro.

She walked over to the bricks lying to her right, took one, and walked back until she was behind Suttonboro. Delilah had stared at him, but when she saw her coming, a devilish smile ran over her face. Because she saw coming what would inevitably happen, and he didn’t.

Without thinking, she swung her arm back, and when the brick in her hand hit his face on the side with a satisfying thud and a crack, it resulted in a scream of pure agony and therefore had precisely the desired effect. He fell forward, coughing and whining like a baby.

“Well, that was satisfying,” she said casually. Delilah chuckled and glanced at her very quickly with a slightly tugged-up corner of her mouth. 

“I hope it hurts like shit,” Delilah said darkly, leaning down to him to rip his head back up by the hair. His nose bled heavily, and it was surely broken, judging from the amount of dislocation. The skin around it was already blue and red; it was swelling heavily just as much as the region around his temple and cheekbone.

“Do you need another taste?” asked Delilah, “Or are you ready to speak?”

Suttonboro made a rumbling noise with his throat and then spat blood onto Delilah’s feet.

“Alright,” said Delilah conversationally. “Your choice, not mine.”

She then tilted her head and whirled her finger once, signaling something to her team.

“You know,” she said to Delilah, “I believe Deis warned him.”

“I am pretty sure he did. I wonder how long he had been on Deis’ payroll, betraying us.”

She opened her mouth to speak, but what they heard outside stopped her in her tracks. There were shots fired outside, and not just a few, but what sounded like at least one semi-automatic firearm.

“Shit!” shouted Delilah. “Speaking of the devil.”

A flutter rushed through from her chest to her stomach. It was anticipation. It was fear. And it was a dive into the unknown.

And anger. Because Deis, and she was certain now, tried to actively hide something from her, and right in this moment, she knew she’d do anything to find out what exactly it was. Anything.

The remaining team members positioned themselves at both entrances, highly armed with guns drawn, but she was pretty damn sure that if it were Deis, it would not be enough.

Delilah tapped her ear. “Rae, talk to me.”

It annoyed her to the bone that she couldn’t hear the response coming through an earpiece.

“Told you. Insurance, bitches. Insurance,” said Suttonboro with a dark laughter.

“Gods, you fucking annoy me!” she groaned out. And in her annoyance, an idea crossed her mind. She walked around to Suttonboro and towards Delilah, leaned in on her, and whispered in her ear, “I need a gun,” and then leaned back to see the reaction.

They stared into each other’s eyes for a moment, but then Delilah nodded briefly.

So, she took the gun from the holster on Delilah’s belt and loaded it. She cursed herself for not taking the gun with her from the car, the one she had taken from Robert, but whatever. It was too late now anyway.

She turned, slowly. She pointed it directly at Suttonboro’s head.

“Delilah likes to play with her food,” she said with a sadistic smirk. “I, on the other hand, don’t. So, lie and we’re done here. Don’t answer, and we are also done here, got it?”

She didn’t even recognize her own voice anymore. It was like a switch that had been set to a different person. But right now, she had no time to elaborate on any of it. Right now, she needed answers. Fast.

Suttonboro had become very quiet.

“The folder. You set up a folder for Deis, didn’t you?” she asked.

There were more shots fired outside, but she had to focus, focus on the essential question.

“Yes,” his answer was very quiet.

“The folder contained proof that you and Derrick drugged me to keep my schizophrenia in check, but I don’t have schizophrenia, do I?”

“No, you don’t.”

A shudder ran through her and over her skin. She could sense they were reaching the point with the all-essential answer.

“You drugged me.”

Suttonboro breathed his answer out, closing his eyes for a second. “Yes.”

“Why?” she asked, the heat in her chest beating so heavily now it must be visible from the outside.

“I wonder what you remember,” asked Suttonboro. “You already seem to know a whole lot.”

So, I have been right. Suttonboro did modify my memory in some sort of way. Did he make me forget? So that I don’t remember something, or worse, so I remember something that didn’t even happen, like some of the women at Robert’s events?

“Don’t fucking distract,” she growled at him. “Why do it? Why drug me?”

Suttonboro stared up at her with his bloody face.

“It was an order,” he finally said.

“An order? From whom?” she asked so fast it almost burst from her chest, her need of getting the truth out of him. She was so focused on him, she didn’t hear anything around her anymore. There was nothing left except Suttonboro and her. There was no warehouse, no Delilah, no shouts, no shots fired, not even the ground below her feet anymore. She had to fucking no. Her heart beat a thousand beats per minute now.

“FROM WHOM?” she shouted at Suttonboro and pressed the gun into his forehead. But he only laughed derogatory.

“Insurance, baby,” he whispered with bloody teeth. 

And then a voice ripped her out of her focus.

“You are asking the wrong questions, ma belle.”
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DEIS
PLAYLIST: WRATH – SOUNDRIDEMUSIC


The amount of satisfaction flooding his chest was glorious. The iron scent of death trailed up his nose while he couldn’t help but smirk.

There you are, ma belle.

And while it was an exhilarating feeling seeing Delilah trying to fight Ed, he walked up to his Emma with quite some apprehension. He had no idea how much she knew, how much Mitch said, and, least of all, how she would react to seeing him.

She pressed a gun into Suttonboro’s forehead, who looked like he had taken the rough path. Pathetic bastard, he thought. At least there is hope he didn’t blab.

It aroused him to see Emma so strong. Her posture, her appearance, the way she inquired to know, all of it. She wore clothes that looked like military gear, and damn, did he want to fuck her right at this moment. But until Suttonboro was dead, he could not let himself be consumed by her.

He finally reached her. Standing three feet from her, he could sense her, even smell her. Her scent was somehow different until he recognized Delilah’s odor.

“FROM WHOM?” she shouted at Suttonboro.

Oh, ma belle, he thought. It was all he needed to know. They had come here on time, and Suttonboro had not told her anything. Good. The only good thing.

“You are asking the wrong questions, ma belle,” he finally said very silently.

The heart in his chest hammered against its cage in apprehension, awaiting what would come.

Only nothing happened. Emma did not move. Only her chest heaved up and down, faster. He had his gun ready in the holster, one hand on it. Not for her, but for Suttonboro.

And then, she finally spoke.

“You should leave, Deis.”

It was a distant answer, filled with a cold undertone.

“Or what?” he asked, taking a step towards her. He now stood almost behind her. A scent of lavender trailed up his nose. And although she had always smelled like lavender, it was a different scent today.

More shots were fired outside. Delilah’s team was definitely putting up a fight, and he had no clue if there were more en route. They had to act fast.

Then, she turned. Slowly. Her head slightly tilted, her eyes darker than a forest at night. The gun previously pressed into Suttonboro’s forehead now pointed at him, directly at his chest. For just a second, she bit her lip when their eyes met.

He had expected her to show some sort of reaction, to his face, to his appearance with the burns, but there was nothing there. Except for what could have been anger that occluded very, very strongly.

Her eyes flashed over to something behind him, probably Ed and Delilah still fighting hard, from what he could hear. There was gasping and heavy breathing, the occasional thud. But his focus was only on her.

“I told you to leave,” she repeated.

“I won’t,” he said. “Not without you.”

And then she laughed, that wasn’t like the one he knew. It was a rich laugh from somewhere deep down, almost like a growl. It was the lioness warning him. But thing was, he liked to play.

“You meant to say: not without him,” she said and nodded backwards, pointing at Suttonboro behind her.

Oh, Emma, love. Sharp as ever. He had hoped she would not see, not find out the important role Suttonboro played, but apparently, she already knew or suspected. Fuck.

It left him only with a single option, the one he should have issued months, if not years, before.

With a movement so fast she had no chance to react at all, he pushed away her arm, grabbed her, pulled her towards him, and in one swift movement whirled her around so her back now pressed into his chest. One arm around her throat, he pulled her into him so she wouldn’t get enough air, whilst the other hand took the gun from her and pressed it into her ribcage.

While he held her close, only to take a breath of her scent, he whispered into her ear, “I don’t give a fuck about that asshole, but don’t mistake me, ma belle, you wanna play, let’s play, but let me warn you, I’m a master of the game.”

Emma tilted her head slightly so now the side of her face almost touched his right side; to his surprise, she leaned back into him, and her rigid body softened into his grip. After all, there was a magic between them that none of them could describe with words nor tell where it came from.

“Good,” he whispered, because it was precisely what he wanted.

And while he pulled the arm around her throat even closer, he stared at Suttonboro, who had this disgusting smile of triumph on his face.

Yeah, smile one last time, you fucking asshole.

And what happened next did so within the fraction of a second. He removed the gun pressing into Emma’s ribcage, and without thinking, without the need to target properly, the shot he fired echoed through the hall. Suttonboro’s head fell back with blood splattered all over the floor beneath him.

“NOOOO!” screamed Emma and tried to get out of his grip, but he held her close. She put up such a fight that he had to use his second hand to try to keep her in check. But then she kicked back into his balls, turned, which made him grip her by the hair, but she pushed herself up and kicked again while she hit him full on in the face with her hand where the burns were. The pain it caused was beyond, and for just a second, he softened the grip he had on her. It was the one second she needed to wiggle herself out of his grasp.

Fuck.

When he could focus his mind again from the ebbing pain, he looked at her. And what he saw was not someone to play a game of hunter and prey with, no. The darkness, the anger, the disregard for everything, and most of all the flames of blind rage firing at him told a whole different story, underlined by the gun in her hand, now pointing directly at him. He hadn’t even noticed her grabbing it as the pain had blinded him for a moment.

Seeing her now, a fluttering sensation rushed through his stomach area, while his entire body went into high alert. Because the way she now looked at him was with utmost disgust. Disgust, not from his burned face, but because of what he did.

She did not speak. She simply stood there and breathed heavily, with dirt all over her clothes and face; she looked like she had come from war. He could sense she was scrambling for words in the anger raging through her body just by the way her muscles were tensed, but also by the certain flicker in her eyes. Behind him, Delilah was still putting up a fight with Ed, but Emma did not let herself be distracted by it, not for a single moment. She stared into his eyes. It was almost like two lions in a den getting ready for a fight.

“Why did you kill him?” she finally asked through gritted teeth.

“You know why,” he answered, trying to evade lying to her.

“Answer my question!” she roared at him. Damn, ma belle.

“Knowing wouldn’t serve you anything, Em. He was a scumbag I should have killed years ago.”

“You don’t decide what knowledge serves me or not,” she said silently. He could sense the danger radiating from her. It was as if he could see her muscles tense, readying for the imminent attack.

“But I decide what knowledge I share about me,” he said, also very silently. 

A loud metallic thud from behind ripped him from his observation.

“Why did you go after me, Deis?” she asked. A question that hit him slightly out of what he expected.

“Because you drew me in,” he answered, which was not a lie, but not the whole truth either.

“Stop bullshitting me, Deis,” she said while her eyes became slits. “You tell yourself that. But you went after me, because you want something.”

Urgh, fuck, he thought.

“Oh, so you now know what I think? Maybe you’ll assume less,” he shot back at her to buy himself some time.

“I don’t need to assume,” she said with an icy voice from a high place. “I told you the day we met. I can see how much you enjoy the game; you want to hunt me, control me, make me fall for you so you can feel the power, the worthiness. But the truth is, behind all the shiny and sparkling masks, behind all your wealth and achievements, you feel empty, you feel unworthy, and you have nothing.” The way she emphasized the last words hit him in his chest just as painfully as the three shots Derrick had placed. And she wasn’t even done.

“The only thing you have is controlling others. You are starved and filling your hunger by ruling everything and everyone around you. But guess what? I am not playing that game with you. I am not giving you the thrill of success in obeying your control. I am wild. And you will never, ever, tame nor break me.” 

The entire time she spoke, he could just stand there. Words failed him. The world around him – gone. Because truth was, she was right. He knew it. Only he could never tell her. She truly had seen it.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

And in his chest roared that voice of vulnerability, voting to crush her, to crush the entire world. Only he couldn’t. Because whatever that voice would tell him, there was also what his heart felt. And his heart, hidden behind all those layers of protection, was madly in love with the woman who saw straight through his bullshit. Because she didn’t fall for it. And she could never know. Never.

She took two steps towards him, now standing directly in front of him. She wasn’t much smaller than him with the shoes she wore. There was nothing he wanted more than to kiss her, touch her, feel her, especially now. She leaned in to him, one hand on his chest; her cheek brushed alongside his. Her hair fell into his face, engulfing him in that lavender scent.

“I told you I am no prey,” she whispered into his ear.

No, ma belle, you aren’t. You are a hunter yourself. That’s why you see. That’s why you know. That’s why you get me.

At that moment, a shot echoed into his ears. And as he spun round, he saw Ed sinking to the ground.

He was frozen in shock.

No! She didn’t!!

But she had. The whole thing could not be processed in his mind. Because she had stepped over an invisible border. In him, everything was ice cold, as if all blood had been drained and his heart had stopped pumping.

He had to focus. But he couldn’t. Because it simply couldn’t have happened. Blood leaked from Ed’s leg onto the floor.

Fuck!

And he? He just stood there, watching Delilah pointing her gun at him, while in his chest it felt like he had swallowed barbed wire.

Emma shot him. She shot him. She fucking shot Ed! I gotta do something!

He had never thought she would go as far as that. And why on earth was he fucking frozen to the spot? He had seen worse. He had seen it all. Only this time, it was Ed. Edwards, who was so much more than just a personal detail and an advisor. He was the man always by his side, always. Like a brother, a true friend, and…damnit! He roared in his mind. Fucking move.

And then, a whisper in his ear.

“Honesty above all, Deis.”

That moment, he unfroze. His hand wandered within a nanosecond around her throat. Unable to say what exactly made him so angry, it was like she was the lightning rod to the thunderbolt unloading in him.

But she was truly unimpressed. Although she seemed to not get enough air, she said through gritted teeth, “What is it, Deis? Did I make you angry by shooting your errand boy?” her eyes flashing nastily at him.

He didn’t even recognize her anymore. Was it Delilah’s influence? Or was she showing her true self? Had she fooled him like he fooled everyone? Whatever it was, it did not matter. Because anger rushed once more through his veins, and sure as hell, he would not let her pull any more crap with him.

“You listen carefully, little monster, you can brat all the way you want, but there is a line, and today, you crossed that line. You want to play a game, go on, but don’t cry to me when you get burned,” he scorned her so darkly, while all he wanted was to destroy her pestilent mouth with his cock until she could not speak for a week.

To his utmost annoyance, a smirk spread on her face. A devilish one.

Oh, how I’d like to spank you with a cane for that right now and fuck you so hard until you collapse and bleed, he thought.

She gripped his hand and scratched it hard to make him let go. But he did not let go. He wanted to choke her. Hard. Harder. Until…

Suddenly, she got hold of his middle finger and ripped it back with full force. The pain was excruciating, the resounding from the crack trailing into his ears beyond the pain from breaking a bone. For a second, he gazed down, staring at his dislocated finger, immediately swelling in red and blueish colors. 

He heard her gasping and breathing in fast and heavy breaths. But instead of removing herself, she stepped up next to him.

“I am the monster you created, Deis,” she said silently and gave him a little slap on the chest. “You really should take care of poor Ed; he seems like he needs medical attention ASAP.”

With it, she turned and made to leave through the back door, where Delilah stood, her gun still pointing at him.

He didn’t want to let her go, but with a glance towards Ed, he saw Emma was right.

Him or her?

If he let her go, it would get nasty.

Him or her?

The blood leaking from Ed's leg was too much; it looked like a ruptured femoral, and he had to act quickly. It was a matter of seconds. There was no more time for Ed. Edwards’ life came first, and he hated that she knew it.

“Em,” he shouted after her as she walked away. She froze for just a second without turning, one hand on the door handle. “Be sure you know the rules, or you might find yourself playing a game you can’t win.”

The chuckle she let out went straight into his chest. It was a declaration in itself because he knew what she had put in the caption on her first Instagram post. ‘Know the rules, then break them’

And while he hated everything about her in this very moment, he was also madly in love with her, because she was, after all, no fucking prey.
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: BAD THINGS – SUMMER KENNEDY


She finally understood. It clicked in her the moment the shot resounded through her ears, echoing from the empty warehouse.

Deis had come for Suttonboro, not her. He came to silence Suttonboro because he was the one who knew the truth. He was the only person to confirm that Deis DeBarra was the one who ordered Suttonboro to meddle with her mind. She also understood why Delilah had told her she had to see it for herself. There was no fucking way she had believed any of it. But now, she knew.

A feeling of rage rushed through her entire body. It was like intoxicated blood burned the veins in her limbs, giving her the distinct feeling of being on fire.

There it was – another betrayal. Secrets. And lies. The hate she felt at this moment was beyond. She hated nothing more than lies.

Of all she felt for Deis, it was like it had been flushed down the toilet. Because he had been manipulating her for only God knew how long. He had lied. He had used her. And that would have consequences.

“Are you quite alright?” asked Delilah, who sat next to her in the car whilst Rae was now speeding away from the old warehouse. She had forgotten how they had made it to the car; she had been so occupied with her thoughts, desperately trying to sort out what she had just learned, witnessed, and understood.

“I’m fine,” she lied.

“You don’t look fine.”

“You don’t either,” she scoffed back. Because Delilah looked like shit. She had blood on her face, and half of her face was blue-ish. Her hair, a total mess, also had blood in it. Her right hand was swollen around where the knuckles were–none of them were visible anymore. There were cuts in her clothes, stained with blood.

“Nothing of mention,” said Delilah. “Don’t distract.”

“Just shut up, I need to think,” she snapped at Delilah. She knew she had her asshole attitude on, but how she hated it being ripped from her thought process.

Delilah did keep from interrupting her, which was refreshing, because in her entire life, no one had ever respected her boundary of not wanting to be disturbed in certain situations.

They drove for a long time; so long that the anger in her slightly ebbed, and she began to become aware of the fact that Delilah didn’t violate her boundary once. She almost felt bad for snapping at her, but told herself it was a legit reaction and Delilah would manage. She was so fucking done with always being the nice girl. Where did it get her? Nowhere.

With a glance outside, she saw they were back in Crystal Falls.

“You think it’s safe to visit my mother after everything?” she asked.

Delilah glanced at her with an inquiring look on her face.

“Yes, you can speak now, I’m done thinking,” she said, slightly annoyed. It was so unnecessary to rub it under her nose. But Delilah did not say anything about it, to her surprise.

“We’ll not go there tonight. We’ll stay in a house nearby, and tomorrow by darkness, we’ll strike. I think more than enough happened tonight, and we all need some sleep. Gladly, you bought us some time.”

“I don’t think we have time,” she told her. “Deis, he’ll come. You heard him. I don’t know what it is, but Edwards seemed to be out of bounds.” Actually, he seemed to be even more than out of bounds from what she had witnessed. It was the one thing Delilah hadn’t seen because she had already gone out back.

“Yes. But it doesn’t surprise me. Deis and Ed, they go way back, and if I’m not totally wrong, I’d say there’s more.”

Wait, what?

“More what?”

“You tell me,” scoffed Delilah and got her phone out, searching for something on it.

When she found it, she threw the phone over to her. Catching it, she saw an image taken with a phone camera that was very blurry.

On it, she saw a man with hair that looked like Deis in leather clothes pressing another man with almost no clothes on except for a leather harness and a mask, facing forward into a wall with his whole body, probably entering him from behind.

“What am I looking at?” she asked Delilah.

“It was from a kink party in one of the most exclusive invite-only clubs on this planet, in London, a few years back. And I believe you are looking at Deis and Ed.”

“You are kidding me,” was the only thing that came from her mouth, because it all made sense now. It was like a puzzle she was finally able to put together. 

“As I have told you already on several occasions now, I do not make jokes.”

“But how…that could be anyone.” She tried to get a question out while wrapping her head around the information.

It’d fit from the statute, but the masks, the leather? The hair, though, and what if? What if it were true? Would I even care? She asked herself, while to her annoyance, something in her inner core fluttered. Rooted in the want she had felt like forever, that she had never, ever dared to ever speak of. And before she could save herself, images ran through her head.

Images of Deis fucking Edwards while she watched, while she was with a woman, while she–gods, how can I even think that! she cursed at herself, but the movie in her mind did not stop. The image of Riley, the hot masc that kissed her that night in Anson’s club, popped up.

“Fuck!” she half gasped, half moaned out loud as something really, really hot rushed through her body and clenched her core in pure excitement.

“What is fuck?” asked Delilah, staring at her slightly suspiciously. 

Fuck! Did I say that out loud?

“ I-I…” she stuttered. “Nothing, it’s just…” Damnit! Focus your shit! He is lying to you and manipulating you.

Truth was, a part of her was already so damn down the rabbit hole, there was no returning. A part so full of desire, she would kill for finally having all the fantasies she ever had become real. And it left her with a single question about her mental state. Because if she’d be honest with herself, it was kind of sick. How could she hate someone so much and yet feel that deep desire and be so drawn to that someone? Damn!

It took her all her willpower and control to not let any of her thoughts show on her face.

“I wouldn’t have picked Deis for going that route. It’s just, he never seemed to be…I don’t know. That could be anyone,” she finally said to get herself out.  With one last glance at the image, she gave the phone back.

Delilah stared at her, an eyebrow cocked knowingly, her head slightly tilted while the corner of her mouth tried to tuck into a knowing smirk.

“Uh-hu,” said Delilah. “Sure, could be, only it was one of his cars in the garage, and you saw the hair, no one else has hair like that. I don’t believe in coincidences.”

“Whatever,” she answered. She could not go down that road. She couldn’t. Because if she let herself even remotely touch it, even look at it, she would forget how angry she was and how much hate she held for Deis at the moment. After Chris, she swore herself a single thing, and that was to never fall for potential again, ever.

It had always been the same with her relationships. At first, it was all she ever wanted, then reality hit hard. She started to argue away many things and many shortcomings in the hopes that it might change one day. Promises were made–and broken. Until there was a point of no return. And then shit happened. Either like with Chris, who fucked with Sami, or Michael, who got violent and killed himself afterwards, or Reese, who just vanished.

Now, with Deis, she would not fall for potential again. Not for the potential of finally being able to bring her fantasies to reality, nor for a future that apparently didn’t exist. She would see the facts, and the facts were that he was a lying manipulator with whom she had an undeniable other-worldly connection.

I am so fucking doomed.

She closed her eyes. At that very moment, a shudder ran over her body, accompanied by that heated sensation of pure lust burning through her core.

“You look like you are going to drool over what I just showed you,” ripped Delilah’s voice her out of her mind.

Like I said, so fucking doomed.

Was there even a point in arguing? Probably not. But hell, if she wouldn’t try.

“I’m not, I just…” Yeah, what? asked the pestilent voice in her mind herself.

“Aroused by two men fucking?” finished Delilah her sentence.

Yes. Kinda. I wanna watch them. And fuck with Riley.

“No, I’m just… shocked.”

“Lie to yourself,” said Delilah with a chuckle.

She just kept silent. Whatever she’d say, it would be used against her–or worse, would reveal a lot more of her inner workings.

Minutes passed as they turned onto a road leading further up Paint River. They came to a halt in front of a cabin, one she had never truly spared a glance at. When she opened the door, ice-cold air hit her face.

She hadn’t even recognized the coldness previously, probably from all the adrenaline, but it had to be way below freezing point. She glanced at the trees to confirm her theory, beautifully frozen with the remaining leaves crumpled up and the firs decorated in a white coating.

She hadn’t been here for years, so long she had forgotten how cold it could get in winter. Being outside in freezing weather like that with nothing more than a hoodie wasn’t the best idea.

Rae and Delilah made their way to the cabin, and she followed. The grass beneath her feet crunched slightly, which was a weirdly satisfying feeling. She had always loved winter. Coldness, snow, and ice were so incredible, and most of all she loved those days when everything was frozen in white snow, radiating a certain silence over the entire landscape. It was as if everything came to a halt in a world that only knew hustling.

She breathed in deeply. The air almost burned her lungs, but it did at least one thing: clear her mind.

Entering the cabin, her body shuddered. It was an earth-shattering shudder coming from the release of stress in her system. She was not only cold but tired, hungry, and utterly exhausted.

The cabin was made from wood. It gave the distinct feeling of neglect, but it had a cute little porch and a view of Paint River.

It was on the other side of the river and a little further north from where her old home had stood. But the river still played the same melody it played back then. A melody that would be forever burned in her mind, because it was the invisible rope connecting her to her past. 

Images tried to force their way into her mind, images she had gladly stored somewhere deep down in a black box in her soul. Images that let her heart rate fasten. But not only her heart rate. A sinking feeling, something she couldn’t quite pinpoint but was almost always the starting point of a huge panic attack.

Breathe. You have to breathe.

But she only breathed in the air she fled from all those years ago, the same air that caused her so much pain and reminded her of all the horrible things.

An image flashed not only through her mind, but for a second, it was as if she stood in her old home, her father–fake father–lying at her feet, a puddle of blood under him, while she cut the bullet out of his body.

Fuck. Breathe. This is not real. Only it was like reality.

The river rushing through her ears like cannon blasts.

Another image. The night when a very drunken Derrick had pushed her into the wall and whispered into her ear what a pestilent little bitch she was. Her stomach clenched. Her chest–it felt as if she wasn’t getting enough air.

With a sudden move of her head, she tried to shake the image.

Clear your mind, she told herself. It’s in the past.

Only right at this moment, it seemed to be very fucking real.

A hand on her shoulder.

She stared at it, as if it were a million miles away.

Trailing from the hand up to the owner of the hands, she stared into Rae’s eyes.

“Miss Emma, everything alright?” they asked.

Answer. Give. A. Fucking. Answer, she ordered herself in her mind. Only words were so far away; her mind focused on something else. On everything else. On the memories of her past. The frightening sensations in her body. The sounds in her and outside. Everything was heightened.

“What do you see?” asked Rae. “Can you describe something?”

What? Describe something? I am not an idiot!

And as she didn’t react, Rae said, “I’ll start, might be easier. I see a wooden hut.”

Closing her eyes for just a blink or two, she felt so embarrassed. Like she couldn’t handle herself. But she then said, “I see a river.”

She wanted nothing more than a black hole to dissolve into.

“I see a roof with a chimney,” Rae replied.

“I see trees, birch and fir.”

And the fear in her subsided. She knew the magic behind it. The magic was to get the focus outwards.

“I see a black car,” continued Rae.

“I see and feel frozen grass underneath my feet.”

She breathed in and out, and the fear fell from her chest. She could breathe in deeper, and the chain around her chest just dissolved. The sounds became less prominent, less buzzing in her head, and suddenly the internal focus vanished. Instead, she took in her surroundings. At that moment, the coldness came back. Her body shook heavily in waves; it was an unpleasant feeling that she hated most. It wasn’t only the coldness outside; it was a coldness from inside she felt after every panic attack.

“Thanks, Rae,” she whispered, and was very glad when they smiled briefly and pointed inside instead of making a fuss about what just happened. 

Stepping into the cabin, she saw Delilah had already lit a fire. It was a one-room cabin with a huge bed made of wood, and an enormous stone fireplace decorated the middle of the room from top to ceiling. There was a cute sofa for two with sheepskin blankets, and not to overlook was the huge bearskin rug on the floor. On the right was a small kitchen, and a door leading to the bathroom.

The warmth already radiating from the fireplace was unbelievably good. She had to yawn several times, as always, after being in a state of anxiety. Without thinking further, she took a blanket, let herself fall onto the sofa, and cuddled herself in with her legs drawn up. The couch was so soft she felt a little bit like falling into cotton candy, at least she imagined it to be equally soft.

The blanket was huge and felt furry, which was precisely what she needed right now. A fire and a cuddly blanket. While she sat there, she closed her eyes. She couldn’t hold them open any longer.

“Everything is set up,” said Rae, very far away, while she was about to doze off. Opening one eye, she saw Delilah sitting on the kitchen counter while Rae leaned against the door. But whatever had been set up, she couldn’t hear it, nor ask.

Sleep. She had to sleep. And with that thought, her head fell onto the sofa’s cushions.

When she woke up, everything was dark and silent, except for the quiet rushing of the river outside.

The first thing she felt was a throbbing pain in her head. Glancing around, she had to catch up to where she was and what had happened.

Cabin.

Back in Michigan.

Suttonboro.

Dead. 

Fuck.

Deis.

Fucking fuck.

Just go back to sleep.

Only sleep wouldn’t come anymore. Instead, her mind raced while she let her gaze wander over the room. She saw Delilah fast asleep on the bed, Rae next to her. Interestingly, at least from what she could see in the dimly lit room with the almost extinguished fire, Delilah fell asleep with her head on Rae’s chest, who had one arm slung around Delilah.

So, they are a thing, or what?

She stared at them for another moment, then tried to get back to sleep, which was totally unsuccessful.

With a silent and more internal than external groan, she got up, tugged the blanket around her shoulders like a cloak, and made her way to the kitchen. She wondered if it would be safe to drink the water from the tap, since the fridge was empty. She let some water run down into the sink and took a sip. The water did not smell like chlorine. Usually, the tap water here in Crystal Falls was okay to drink, but in this case, she was anything but sure. Hoping she wouldn’t die from it, she took a few more sips to moisten her dry throat.

She then made her way to the bathroom but left the blanket on the counter. The bathroom had the horrible flair of old. The first thing was a disgusting smell of decay mixed with chlorine trailing up her nose.

Urgh.

There was a filthy bathtub and a dark green, moldy shower curtain that might have gotten its own zip code from the amount of bacteria living in it. The toilet, which could have been in a worse state, had a sink with a mirror above. As she turned on the light after closing the door behind her, she let her eyes wander above the mirror. Holy shit! she cursed in her mind and almost shrieked when she saw that the eyes staring at her belonged to a stuffed bear head. Wonderful, really wonderful. There were many things she could imagine, but having a dead bear watching her pee wasn’t on the list.

Opening the toilet, she then immediately closed it. There would be no way in the entire universe she would put her bottom anywhere remotely near that toilet. She groaned again. There was only one alternative, outside. Peeing in what would be at least minus 2 degrees Fahrenheit wasn’t great either.

Freezing definitely beats infection, she told herself.

She made her way silently outside.

The door didn’t even have a lock, which was crazy to her in today’s times, even here, in the middle of nowhere. She opened it with a soft click. With a glance over to Rae and Delilah, she saw they both were still asleep, which amazed her, especially after they both had been on high alert.

The wall of ice-cold air hit her face, and she regretted her decision immediately. But here she was, and there was no way back. With a glance around, she hurried to the nearest trees, now covered in a small layer of snow, hid behind some bushes, stripped down, and let it run. What a relief. Holy moly.

It felt as if the pee froze immediately, burning her vulva lips. Damn it!

Suddenly, she heard the soft crushing sound of snow being compressed behind her, and everything sank in her. Her pee stopped immediately as her body went into full alert.

Shit. I’m so stupid.

In her exhausted delirium, she had forgotten where she was and that it might be riskier than she thought to go for a nighttime outside pee. 

Right now, the sound could be anything walking up to her in the snow. The darkness did not help in any way, and although the night was clear, it was dark between the trees and the bushes. Really fucking dark. And then she stared into eyes. Eyes that could have been anything, from a wild animal to Deis or God knew who, or even worse, what.

Without thinking twice, she pulled up her pants ever so fast and, without closing the button, she ran, which was fundamentally stupid, because running was never a good idea. If it were a bear, it might be better to stand your ground. And if it was Deis, running was an even more stupid idea. And she knew the moment her face crushed into the ground how stupid it had really been.

Fuck.
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DEIS
PLAYLIST: NO REST FOR THE WICKED - KLERGY


It took him not three seconds to reach Edwards, who looked, by now, very white in the face. He kneeled next to the injured leg. The puddle of blood instantly wet through his pants, not that he cared. A quick glance at the wound told him it was worse than he thought. Ed was shaking, with sweat on his face, and where he normally was more action-oriented, he just sat there in total agony while pressing on his leg, blood continuously flooding out of it.

Fuck you, Emma, he thought robotically.

It wasn’t the first bullet Ed had taken, and certainly wouldn’t be the last, but something was different this time. Maybe because it had been Emma in her revenge fantasy who had done it.

Unable to say why, a very strange sensation spread in his chest. It felt strangely chaotic, just as it was in his mind, and it was hard for him to focus. He wasn’t used to that. He was always on top of his game.

So fucking act, he told himself. You’re fucking top of the game.

And then, he acted. Finally.

With a single movement, he opened his belt and removed it with one pull, only to wrap it around Ed’s leg above the wound to cut off the bloodstream, not without pain shooting through his hand from the finger Emma had broken. But his finger did not matter. What mattered was Ed and keeping him alive. Meanwhile, he shouted into his earpiece.

“Get us a medic team, helicopter, or whatever is fastest! Femoral!”

“Already on the way,” answered Sam immediately. “Five miles out.”

With a harsh pull, resulting in a half groan, half shout through gritted teeth on Ed’s end, he closed the belt hard. The leather dug into the leg, and the blood flow immediately reduced. There must have been at least a liter, if not two, on the floor, which was very concerning. Ed’s head swayed slightly.

He gripped Ed’s face with one hand, with the other holding the belt tight.

“You don’t get to give up, do you hear me? You gotta stay with me,” he pep-talked him.

Ed glanced into his eyes. It was a strange look, almost a smile on his face.

“Deis,” he whispered. “You⁠—”

A shudder ran over his spine. A shudder he had to shake off.

“No, you don’t die on me here now,” he interrupted Ed harshly. “You don’t get to make your declarations, because you are not going to die!”

Ed weakly lifted his arm, letting the foreboding feeling of the strange sensation in his chest only grow. Just for the fraction of a second, Ed brushed with his thumb over his cheek, a downward smile appearing on his face. And even though it was only a second, it was electrifying.

“What are you doing?” he hissed at him, but it was a question he needed no answer to. Because he knew exactly what Ed was doing. Their eyes locked, and it was as if the world around them disappeared.

“The birds,” Ed finally whispered in total weakness and ripped him out of his focus.

The birds.

He spun round.

There he saw Emma standing by the back door, watching what was happening with a gaze on her face he had never seen on her before. It was a superior look, like she knew something he didn’t, like she bathed in her own arrogance, and there was also something in her look that had glee in it. Anger burst through his chest, consuming him like a wildfire. Only there was also something else he saw on her face. Was it longing? Or maybe he was delusional. Because he could sense Ed weaken in his touch.

That moment, one of the corners of Emma’s mouth tugged into something like a complacent smirk. And just when he wanted to avert his face, she mouthed the word “liar.” With it, she turned round and left, and while she did, she lifted her arm and winked with two fingers from her temple into the air, like a salute. A salute telling him: See you soon.

Oh, they would see each other very soon. Very soon. And the anger in his chest overturned him. Because she took the game onto a whole different level.

You won’t know what’s coming, Em.

And while he suppressed all the fantasies invading his mind of what he’d do to her, he focused back on Ed.

“Two minutes out,” he heard Sam in his ear.

“You’ll make those two minutes, Ed, or heaven forbid, I’ll crawl through the entire universe for your soul and haunt you for all eternity!” he shouted the last sentence and slapped his face to keep him conscious. Ed only smiled weakly, his eyes half closed.

Those two minutes might have been the longest of his life. And when he finally heard the helicopter approaching, relief spread through him. He did not know how Sam had gotten a helicopter here that fast, but it was Sam after all, always prepared, if not omniscient sometimes.

The medical team had Ed up in the helicopter in no time. They quickly took over and had blood transfusions and fluids ready.

Now, he sat in the helicopter watching the med team do what they could. They had applied a tourniquet, and as that didn’t stop the bleeding entirely, they had packed the wound.

Just for a moment, he breathed and closed his eyes.

How the hell could any of this happen?

How?

Emma.

Ed.

Everything.

When did everything get so royally fucked up?

The helicopter landed. He hadn’t even recognized where they were. Ed was rushed into surgery, and everything was so damn blurry, far away, as he felt his emotions soar. Emotions he could not identify. Emotions he could not deal with whirled through him. It felt as if he had lost. Lost control.

At that moment, Sam’s voice caught him off guard.

“I traced them down, Deis. But I am quite sure some cooling off first would be advisable,” he told him as if he’d know.

“And what good would that bring?” he asked while he took in the waiting room filled with people of desperation. Hoping for the best and preparing for the worst, emotions rushed through the room like cars on a highway.

“Destruction and vengeance are never good advisors. You pushed her, Deis, maybe a bit too far. Secrets, as much as lies, almost always find their way to the surface.”

“Where are they?” he asked without giving Sam any indication he’d taken in what he’d said. Because truth was, he didn’t. He heard Sam’s voice and yet he didn’t process them fully, because now that Ed was safe, there was only one thing to do. And that was to get Emma.

“I’m not going to tell you. You will go get yourself a hotel room, sleep it off, and then, tomorrow, I’ll tell you.”

The anger in his chest was back. Only it wasn’t anger anymore. It was rage.

“Don’t forget who’s paying who,” he said with a derogatory, dark growl.

“Sleep it off, Deis!” repeated Sam, only now he made it very clear that he was not accepting any bullshit. “There is a hotel across the street. I booked you the suite, and you will go there now!”

“I’m gonna kill you for that when we’re done,” he said darkly. However, he made his way there anyway. Because even if he hated Sam, he knew he had to clear his mind. A shower would suffice, and then he’d find her. Just when he walked out the door, a blizzard of lights hit him.

He hadn’t recognized it, nor had he seen it coming. He had been so focused on his thoughts that he had no recollection of taking in his surroundings.

Fuck it!

“Mr. DeBarra!”

“Deis!”

“A statement!”

“What happened?”

“Your face!”

Fucking paps!

Without a word, he forced himself through and rushed over to the hotel.

“How did they find out?” he asked silently.

“Probably the staff,” said Sam in his ear.

“Whatever,” he hissed back. Right now, he’d very much like to kill them all.

It took five minutes until he reached the suite in the hotel, after making it abundantly clear to the hotel staff that they were not to let any of the roaches in.

Up in the suite, he immediately closed all the curtains.

“Get me something to wear here,” he said before he pulled out the earpiece and turned it off.

He went to the bathroom and stepped into the shower. The water meeting his skin hurt like shit on the burn wounds; his finger throbbed, and now that his body calmed down, he felt the full extent of it, but he did not care. It was a welcomed pain, because it cleared his mind from the other pain. The pain his soul was in. The pain of loss, of lost control, of the thousand shades of fucked up he somehow found himself in.

Fucking emotions.

He breathed in and out while water fell onto his face. Behind closed eyes, he saw Emma leaning back in his grip under the shower with him. The day he had finally consumed her. The day he had made her his queen. What happened between that day and today?

Delilah. Everything was because of Delilah. She had put Emma onto the path of mistrust, had told her things that should have stayed hidden for all their sakes, and now? Now she raised questions. Delilah’s talent for spreading despair and misery was uncanny, and he had to put an end to it.

But how did she know all those things in the first place?

Questions he did not like infiltrated his mind, and while he stepped out of the shower and dried himself with caution around the wounds, a heavy tiredness, if not total exhaustion, spread through him. One that wasn’t solely physical, but also mental.

All those years, he had put on those curated masks for the people to see to get what he needed, but if he was candid with himself, he had been tired for years now. Only he wasn’t honest with himself. He couldn’t. Because not only would it crush him, but it would also be fundamentally stupid after everything he had built.

Focus. Breathe. Control, he told himself while he stepped out of the shower, grabbed a towel, and slung it around his hips. Then, he took a look in the mirror. It had been the first time he truly saw himself since the accident. His looks had always been something he used to his advantage; they brought him places. Now, it was burned on the left side. It was red to pinkish, and the entire area was leaking pus. There would be scars, hopefully not forever. There would be an expensive expert sought to reduce the consequences, but for now, his left side looked like rotten mashed potatoes.

To not disgust himself any longer by his own view, he went to the room’s bed to give himself a moment. Letting go of all that was going on in his mind as much as his body, he just breathed.

Then there was a knock on the door.

“Who is it?” he asked.

“It’s me.” He recognized the voice immediately and opened the door to reveal Jaz with a bag in her hand and a grin on her face.

“Here,” she said while walking in and pushing the bag into his hand, “clothes, wound dressings, first aid kit and food. Gathered you had no interest in leaving here. Outside is a mess.”

“How many?” he asked.

“Two dozen. Is there anything else you need?”

“The location where Emma and Delilah headed,” he mumbled.

“Yeah, not gonna tell you either. How about you sleep, and I’ll head to Crystal Falls, check on that storage unit, and tomorrow we’ll start fresh. You look like shit.”

“Thanks for the flowers,” he growled back while taking a look at the bag. “Take a team to the unit, I don’t trust anyone or anything at the moment after what happened.”

“I will, you know, I’m resilient,” said Jaz. “I placed a car in the hotel garage for you.” Smiling, she handed him a key. When her hand touched his, she rested it there for a moment. They usually didn’t touch, so it was the first time he felt the softness of her hands in his.

“Deis, you know I generally don’t mind what you do as you pay me for getting things done and for not having an opinion,” she began, as he rolled his eyes internally. “But with Emma, you are going down a road where there might not be a way back. You lied to her, you influenced her life, and you only gave her half-truths. With or without Delilah, she is not one to fuck around with. That girl went through hell, and hell made her not only powerful but gave her the ability to burn down the world.” She squeezed his hand and turned to leave.

He stared after her with eyes full of fire because anger cooked in him the moment Jaz had dared to speak to him like that.

“Keep your shitty opinions to yourself.”

Jaz, who had reached the suite’s door, stopped and turned, one hand on the door handle.

“Your anger tells everything, don’t get yourself burned, Deis,” she said and left, just like that.

His chest burned. There was only one thing he wanted to do, and that was to strangle someone to death—preferably Delilah. In the absence of that possibility, he stood up and hit the wall next to him with full force, which not only made his knuckles crack but caused the wall to give in, not that he cared in the slightest.
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When he woke, a glance at the alarm clock on the nightstand told him it was already afternoon.

Fuck, he groaned internally as his body felt like it had been drained of life and torn apart. He wasn’t even sure how he had fallen asleep. Searching and then grabbing his phone that lay on the floor, a gasp of pain left his mouth. The actions of the past day had done more to him than he had thought. Fighting their way through Delilah’s team had taken a lot of force, and he had taken a beating.

Staring at his phone, he immediately wanted to go back to sleep. Missed calls. Messages. Social media notifications. Everything. But there was no going back. There was only action.

He dialed Sam, took his earpiece, activated it, and went for a pee.

“How’s Ed?” he asked straight away.

“Alive, out of surgery, everything’s looking good, he already wants out,” answered Sam. “You were out a while, are you alright?”

“I suppose,” he answered, but staring down at his body, he saw the reason why he felt how he did. “Took some hits yesterday.”

He saw some very purple marks on his side, over his abdomen, up to his ribs. His knee was swollen and equally colored. There was a dried, bloody cut on his forearm.

The fuck? Didn’t I see that last night?

But then, he had his focus elsewhere.

“What about Emma and Delilah?”

“They are still where they were. How are you feeling?”

“It doesn’t matter how I feel, what I want is to find them and—” But what did he want? Killing Delilah was already set, but Emma? He longed for her so much, but then, he would never be able to forget what she had done yesterday.

“Emma acted like she was supposed to act,” Sam told him. “I told you years back, it would inevitably have consequences.”

And while he knew he was right, he hated nothing more.

“What about the media?” he asked to direct their call elsewhere.

“A total mess. We put out a statement, but they’re like cannibals. Ranging from death threats to praise. Also, we canceled the next workshop and set a new date for April to get some air and calm down, security-wise.”

“Okay. Anything else I need an update on?”

“Jaz found nothing in the storage except for one thing.”

“I’m listening:”

“The switch isn’t of any use, but what is more than interesting is the town’s electricity supply.”

“In what way?” he asked, his interest piqued.

“In the way that this is a small town with a population of no more than two thousand, but has the electricity consumption of Los Angeles.”

“How is that possible?”

“The closest guess is a server farm.”

Server farm.

“You mean like a data center?” he asked to clarify.

“Could be either,” said Sam. “There aren’t any known official ones located in this area.”

Goosebumps spread on his skin, telling him they were on the right track. He could literally sense they had found a missing piece. If there were a server farm or data center or whatever here, it had to be connected.

“Maybe we finally found the epicenter,” he said quietly, lost in thought.

“Jaz believes so.”

I’ll be damned, the voice in his mind said.

Maybe none of it had been in vain. Maybe he had finally found the place holding all the secrets. Excitement rushed through his body like a waterfall.

“If there’s a farm underneath, they need an air supply and ventilation. Have them raid the area for anything remotely suspicious,” he said with a longing he was unable to leave out of his voice. The hunt would be over. And he would have it all.

“Already on it,” said Sam.

“I’m gonna see Ed and then you’ll tell me where Emma is.”

But Sam didn’t answer him. He knew what kind of explosion would happen otherwise.
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: SHE’S ON FIRE – 3 ONE OH


Something gripped her and pulled her back, resulting in her landing full force on the ground. The impact could have been worse without the snow, because frozen ground was like hitting a rock. Problem was that the snow was fucking cold.

She kicked heavy after whatever, or more whoever, had gotten to her, and just when the grip loosened, she spun round. Thanks to moonlight outside the shadows of the trees and the snow, she had a good view of the scene, and she saw fairly clearly it was a woman from the build, but as she wore a mask, she could only make out the eyes.

Not with me.

She fought her way out of the grip, hit the woman full in the face, latched herself onto her, gripped her, turned them both round so she was up, slung her left arm around her throat, pulled it close by grasping her arm with her other hand to strangle her attacker, whilst she pressed her right knee into her attackers back.

“Who are you and what do you want?” she whispered darkly and pulled her further back by the throat to strangle her.

“Em, it’s me, Jaz,” came a female rasping voice.

Fuck. So Deis found us.

“What do you want? How did you find us?” she asked, not letting go of her.

“We traced you. Well, I traced you by the outages from the jammers,” Jaz told her, while trying to wiggle out of her grip, which was almost impossible in this position. It was the only thing she remembered from a self-defense course she had taken after the man she had dated before Chris, Michael, who had been an absolute asshole, had become very violent at the end of their relationship.

Jaz now rang for air.

“Are the others here?” she asked Jaz.  

“No, just me.”

As if.

“Are you armed?”

“Yes.” Jaz gasped out the words, and she could feel her body become less resistant. “Belt.”

She then let go slightly, grasped for the gun in the holster, checking for anything else, and then let go of her, jumped off, and pointed the gun at Jaz.

“Get up.”

Jaz gasped for air and kneeled on all fours for a moment before she got up.

At this point, adrenaline pumped through her veins, her breath was heavy, and she had a slightly shaky feeling. She didn’t feel any of the coldness anymore; it was just full focus.

She then asked, “What do you want? Are you stupid or what, coming here alone?”

“I came to talk.”

“Yeah? Then talk.”

“The storage unit, did you find anything there?” asked Jaz.

“Why would I tell you that?”

“Because there is something that might be greater than all of us, something that is fucking dangerous and as you have some differences with Deis at the moment⁠—”

“Differences, pah,” she scoffed.

“Yes, I know. I disagree with him, but that’s not the point,” said Jaz. “I believe there is a server farm running in Crystal Falls because they have the power consumption of a city like LA. I also believe you are connected to all of it.”

“And why would you come here? Does Deis know you are here?”

“No, he does not. I⁠—”

“I thought so,” she answered dismissively.

Why would she come here? Risk betraying Deis?

“Because this is bigger than Deis and his obsession with you. His revenge is messing with it, and this is personal.”

And as she looked inquiringly at Jaz, she continued, “I joined Deis because he followed a trace that I also followed, and following it led us here.”

“And why did you follow the trace?” she asked, lowering the gun.

“Because my entire home was wiped out, twenty-seven people were murdered. Thirteen children. Three of them were my sisters.”

Her stomach was revolting again. What the fuck have I gotten myself into?

“But how is all of that connected to me?” she asked.

“I don’t know. Your parents.”

Parents. If only you knew.

“But why come here? Why risk it? I’m sure Delilah left a team to watch. How did you even get here?”

A shudder ran over her body, and she witnessed her hands turn blue.

Shit, coldness.

“Oh, I know where they are stationed. But they use heat cameras to check the area from the car, and those can be easily manipulated.”

Wonderful.

“Now what?”

“You really didn’t find anything in the unit? It raised some suspicions.”

And then, she thought about it.

Server farm.

The hollow sound.

What if…

Oh my god.

But there was no way in hell she would share any of it.

“No,” she answered. “Just a bible with a handwritten message from my…mother to me, essentially telling me that she knows what I did.”

For a brief moment, she watched Jaz with a tilted head. She saw disappointment appear on her face.

“I’m going back inside,” she told Jaz, “but if we find something connected to what you just told me, I’ll let you know, promise. You might wanna get back to wherever you came from, it’s no good being outside too long in this cold.”

Jaz smiled briefly. “Thanks, Em. And about Deis, he’s…he’s just a hurt kid sometimes, you know. He doesn’t know better.”

“Oh, he does know better,” she replied. “But he purposefully decided against it, and none of it excuses hurting me.” She threw the gun towards Jaz and walked toward the cabin without glancing back.

She entered the cabin and immediately looked over to Delilah and Rae, who were still sleeping. She would’ve been awake the moment the floor had creaked, but those two? Fast asleep.

With a soft click, the door closed behind her, and she leaned against it with her back.

Fucking fuck, she told herself in her mind as realization crawled up on her.

She recognized how cold it had been outside and walked over to the fireplace, placing some more wood to get the fire up again. Doing so hurt like shit as her forearm was quite damaged after what just happened. After this last encounter, she might have some more bruises.

Bruises.

Not only to her body, but her psyche, too. All that had happened, how was she to go back to an everyday life ever again? What was going on with her cat? With Julie? How could she explain any of it?

She grabbed the blanket and placed herself back on the couch next to the fireplace.

Her life had taken turns, probably for the worse, and she wasn’t a filthy rich heir like Delilah, no. She was Emma. A nobody, whom everyone thought to be someone.

And while she got lost in thoughts about herself and Delilah, who probably had to endure so much more horrible stuff in her life, her mind drifted off into sleep from the exhaustion of thinking and being overwhelmed with everything.

When she woke again, the entire cabin was illuminated with bright sunlight. The first thing she saw was Delilah and Rae sitting at the table, discussing something in a whisper. And then she recognized how she felt – like a truck had run her over. Several times.

Peeling herself from the couch, she half sleepwalked to the kitchen to get some water, only to see some bottled water on the counter, from which she took without asking.

“Good afternoon, nice of you to join us,” said Delilah, but she just held her hand up to silence her. Conversation was not in her repertoire right now. She felt sick and in pain, and her head was about to explode. Her neck felt stiff with a stabbing pain, her forearm caused a heated, throbbing pain, and her hip felt dislocated.

“Someone’s in a bad mood,” Delilah chuckled.

“More like in a pain mode,” she answered darkly, leaning softly against the kitchen counter, eyes closed.

“Here, Miss Emma,” said Rae, handing her an orange pill bottle. She usually hated taking any kind of medication, but lately the pain had gotten slightly out of hand. So, she gulped down two pills with water, whatever they were, and glanced around. She then truly saw Delilah and Rae by daylight, who both also had heavy bruises and swellings. Rae had a cut on their face and had their hand wrapped in a bandage.

The fight yesterday must’ve been hard.

“What the fuck happened yesterday?” she blurted out.

“I told you Deis is no one to fuck around with; he has resources, and he wanted Suttonboro, apparently, dead,” said Delilah.

For a moment, she thought about not telling Delilah and Rae what happened last night, but then she decided against it.

“I can tell you how he found us,” she said, which resulted in both of them staring at her, so she continued. “While you were out last night, I had to pee, and as the toilet is a disgusting rathole, I decided to take my matters outside. Guess who I ran into?”

“Not Deis,” answered Delilah.

“No, Jaz. She’s some sort of hacker working for him. She followed us here by tracing signal outages, which is quite genius, but she appears to have her own agenda.”

The story of their short fight and their talk was told in two minutes.

“So, she thinks all of it is connected to the storage unit?” asked Delilah.

“She assumes. But whatever it is, there is something going on in this town that’s not normal.”

“We’ll go see your fake mother tonight. I am quite sure by now that woman knows something.”

Agreed. While she had no interest in seeing her fake mother, there was something she had to know. Or she was just a gorked woman doing gorked stuff.
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“We’ll have backup,” Delilah said, while staring out the window as they drove through the night towards the facility where Marie was living. 

“Yeah, the backup you had last night?” she asked with a scuff. “That didn’t do a thing.”

“What we are about to do is different. It is a question of force, and I’ve taken care of it,” she replied, still staring out of the window, apparently lost in thought, which gave her a moment to look at her. She remembered what she had thought about her last night, about what she had probably had to endure.

Delilah’s features were so hard. Having Richard DeBarra as a father was probably the worst someone could be burdened with. A life of abuse, pressure, and neglect was something that made people cold and stony. Money might make things easier, but in the case of a greedy, megalomaniac bazillionaire without a conscience, it sure did the opposite.

Seeing Delilah’s strong jawline with her perfect skin, the perfect hair, the perfect first impression, she could see the mask, the façade she wore. The façade she fooled everyone with. Almost. Because from what she had seen and heard, there was an entirely different person underneath that couldn’t differ anymore from the image she portrayed.

“And what if they don’t let us see her? It’s the middle of the night, after all,” she asked.

“They will.”

“What makes you so sure?”

“People are very predictable,” said Delilah with a sigh. “When you grow up like I did, you learn from early on how to get what you want. Money and power change everything. You can buy most of them. And those whom you can’t buy are easily intimidated by using their morals against them. And in case none of that works, we have guns. A lot of them.” 

It was a sentence that could have just as well come from Deis. And it was absolutely true. Deis had used the tactic with her, well, against her. And when that didn’t work, he resorted to violence.

Wonderful.

“We are here,” Delilah announced dismissively,  interrupting her thoughts.

As she let her gaze wander outside, she saw the nursing home she had not visited for many years. From the outside, the red-roofed complex with its grey flair was monotonous as ever. It looked different and yet, the same. The same atmosphere of declining souls and death attempted to be concealed through plants and gardening. Now everything was covered in snow.

That moment, they rolled into the parking lot to the home. Everything was dark, except for the lights guarding the path to the entrance. Several cars were parked in the lot, which looked like they did not belong there in any case. Two big trucks, two huge black GMCs, a Chevrolet SUV, and a Mercedes Sprinter, all black, all without license plates. So much about force. It was the moment her heart began to beat fast, because she knew that there was a huge team going in with them, probably to avoid a second warehouse situation.

When they had parked the car near the entrance, Delilah stepped out without another word. Slightly nervous from not knowing what would await her, she followed. This time, she took Robert’s gun with her, just in case. While she put the gun into the back of her pants, she glanced around. The scene felt like it was out of a movie, where they were the villains on a mission.

What the fuck have I gotten myself into? she asked herself once more. At the same time, another part of her, that hidden one she never allowed to be, roared for the adventure, fueled by the anticipation of feeling alive and being fucking badass.

Delilah opened the trunk. Just out of curiosity, she glanced into it.

Holy fucking crap shit.

“Seriously?” she asked.

“Seriously. We need to be prepared, just in case we are fenced in. I won’t have another situation like the one last night. He has gotten Ed to the hospital; it’s all over the media where he is, and I am guessing he is preparing himself for a strike. And this here is the perfect opportunity,” said Delilah without a look at her.

Yeah. Homes are designed to keep people from running away. The perfect trap.

“I want one, too,” she said, and reached into the trunk and took one of the guns, without asking. It was a bold move, and just for a second, she thought Delilah would rip the gun out of her hand as she flashed at her with slits of eyes.

But she did not. Instead, she huffed. “Huh. I might be repeating myself, but I really did underestimate you.” Which made her, and yes, she knew it was sick, damn proud. Praise was, after all, her thing. So proud, it let an unconcealable smirk run over her face.

“Don’t judge a book by its cover,” she only said, while taking a close look at the gun. It was a Glock nine-millimeter.

In the trunk were several others, some rifles, machine guns, ammo, and tactical gear. Delilah picked two of the handguns, also Glocks, and threw a machine gun into Rae’s arms as if it would weigh nothing. She also handed them both vests.

So crazy. This is like a bad dream. Or a movie. That thought made the adrenaline spike in her system, resulting in a sizzling sensation in her chest.

While she put on the tactical vest, she turned and glanced around. The night was cold but beautifully clear. Breathing in it was like the air cleansing her lungs with its freshness, while it almost hurt a bit. Or maybe it hurt because her lungs had permanent damage from the smog in Manhattan.

She let her eyes wander from the parking lot over to the empty road and the other side of it. There were three houses, all concealed in the dark of the night. For whatever reason, she focused her glance on the house in the middle with its beautiful porch and swinging chair.

Suddenly, the hair on her arms stood up. Because that swing looked exactly like the one that had stood on the porch of the house that she grew up in. There couldn’t be such a coincidence, could there?

Fucking coincidences! she cursed in her mind.

Then, a car passed. Its light illuminated the darkness for a brief moment, and just for a fraction of a second, a reflection in the window behind the swing was visible before it was dark again. More goosebumps spread over her entire body.

It was the lights, playing tricks on my eyes, she told herself to quieten the sensation of being watched, now spreading colder than the temperature outside through her body. Her hands became so cold that she couldn’t feel them properly anymore.

But the swing…it is definitely the same white swing, with its peeling paint.

“What is it?” asked Delilah, staring from her to the house and back.

“Nothing,” she lied, trying not to let the fear creep up on her to be heard in her voice. “Just a car passing.” For whatever reason, she didn’t want to divulge any of her observations to Delilah. First of all, she still didn’t trust her entirely, and secondly, there was the chance that somebody had just bought the same swing model, and it all had been her vivid imagination. Right?

Delilah stared at her for another moment, her head slightly tilted with her intense eyes. Maybe she had sniffed the lie, maybe not. Because she then said, “Alright, let’s go then. It is not advisable to linger outside too long with Deis breathing down our necks.”

“What’s the plan?” she asked Delilah as they walked up the path to the entrance.

“We’ll see Marie, search her room, and try to get as much out of her as possible. Hopefully, it’ll be an in and out without distraction.

When they reached the huge entrance doors, she automatically went for the doorbell. Usually, visitors had to ring it before being let in. Delilah, however, stopped her.

“No need.” And with it, the heavy door opened automatically. “Like I said, money can bring you very far,” she said and held the door open for her to pass through.
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DEIS
PLAYLIST: EMOTIONS - LEBLANC


He closed his eyes just for a moment, while the thrill of the hunt rushed through him. It was time to focus all his energy on this single thing. This time, he was prepared. This time, he had made all the calculations he needed because he knew the lengths she would go to. She wanted the game, and she would get a game. A game she’d never forget. She could be very happy that everything went all right with Ed.

But there had been a line she had crossed. He couldn’t even name it, but something about what she did made him so unbelievably angry. Anger. Apparently, his new life’s motto, and he hated all about it.

His chest roared for what had to be vengeance, while he also could never. Because she was, after all, his. But she would learn there was an entirely different side of him. She’d get her game, the one where she’d beg him for mercy, very, very soon.

“Lock them all down,” he shouted into his earpiece. “No one is getting out of there, not until we have Emma out and Delilah caught, and if we have to blow up the entire thing, I do not care. Emma unharmed, Delilah in chains.”

“I know, Deis. I know. We all know. We’ll get them; there is no way out of the building. We have it all covered with a bigger team this time,” answered Jaz.

He only scoffed at her. His feeling told him otherwise. His feeling told him to expect the unexpected, because Delilah always had a backup plan. A calculating bitch as much as a cunning whore, and after what happened at the warehouse, he wasn’t so sure about what Emma would do either.

During their drive to Crystal Falls, he took a moment to focus his senses and ground himself. Usually, it would be a non-issue. Today, however, whenever he closed his eyes to let go of every distracting sensation and thought, he only saw one single thing, and that was Ed sitting in that puddle of blood, staring into his eyes. And then Emma’s look. And somehow, all of it messed with his mind, so much that goosebumps spread on his arms.

Fuck!

“Deis,” said Jaz, ripping him entirely out of his mind. “You might wanna see this.” She handed him the tablet. Footage of Delilah and Emma getting out of the car at the nursing home, Emma taking a firearm, and then staring at something while putting on a protective vest, like she had done it a million times before.

There is something I don’t know about her. There has to be. She acts like a pro; she even shot Ed with a single bullet. Without training. Or she had training, only he didn’t know.

“She can’t possibly have made out the team and cameras?” he asked, replaying the footage.

“Maybe. She’s sharp. Think of the jammer thing,” answered Jaz.

“She took a gun, just like that. And Delilah let her. The vest, look how she put it on, like a pro. We have to be very, very careful. Whatever this is, it might be planned, might be an ambush, or God knows what Delilah told Emma to make her act like she acts. Not to forget what she might or might  have or not have found out from Suttonboro.”

Suttonboro.

Unconsciously, he brushed over his face and immediately regretted it, as the wound from the burn had become not only itchy but also painful again. Cursing, he reached for the pain meds and swallowed some pills. He had considered for a moment to swallow them down with a whiskey, but then decided on the wiser choice of water.  He needed to have his full senses focused on what was to come.

“Do we have eyes inside?” he asked Jaz.

“No. All jammed. The footage we have is from a passing car getting out of the radius after filming. The tactical radio works on VHF, though, so we’re not entirely cut off. We have a team of twelve outside.”

“Something is telling me there is more going on than we know.” And whatever it was, it wasn’t good. Out of control.

Suddenly, a thought crossed his mind. “You remember Ibiza, where we took out that crazy-ass self-proclaimed ‘Lightworker’? What was his name again?”

“You mean Vishal Caelum?” asked Jaz.

“Yes. That day, I had the same feeling. Like, there would be more, something we haven’t calculated. Look how it ended. We did get the girls all out at the end, but at what cost? It was the first time we heard of Ramesès, and it grew over our heads. Prague. Lisbon. Costa Rica. Bali. Hawaii. Madagascar.” With the name Madagascar, Jaz flashed his eyes at him through the rear mirror. He knew what it had meant to her.

“And still, we have no idea what Ramesès is exactly, what we’re up against, even after everything we got from Riley. Now, Delilah taking Emma, or more likely, even working with her, from what it looks like? I can smell it from here to Manhattan that something’s going on that we do not know. What if it is all connected?” he ended his speech, which was more to reassure his own thoughts than to converse with Jaz.

“I get where you are going,” began Jaz in her most reasonable voice, “but I think you are stonewalling. Preparing for disappointment and getting hurt.”

He closed his eyes to not explode.

“You know, the logical explanation is that Emma simply tries to survive and plays along. She wants answers, you know how that is. Maybe Suttonboro and Delilah told her something, but a connection like you two have is not easily severed,” she said, and it made him hiss slightly as the topic came up, but she did not let herself be intimidated.

“Sometimes, and you know that as much as I do,” continued Jaz, her annoying lecture, “you tend to protect yourself before something happens, so you don’t have to feel. I know you don’t feel much, but what you feel is need, loss, and betrayal.”

“Are you quite done with the analysis of my damaged psyche?” he asked with an annoyed and yet sardonic undertone, one eyebrow raised.

“You are not damaged, just different. And you like that. Hell, for all I heard and saw, she more than likes it about you, even because of it. But it also makes you go over the edge sometimes, you know.”

So, Jaz thinks Emma more than likes me for the dark parts of me. Not with, but because of. So, there might be a chance she’d forgive me for killing Suttonboro? The voice that asked the question was the voice he hated. It was the voice of an insecure little boy, the one he tried to eradicate from his existence because he wasn’t weak. He was powerful. And he was in control. Therefore, he had created the likable version, the one that hid the fact that, between all his knowledge and superiority, he found himself to be utterly unlovable. And while he couldn’t care less, he wanted it. Because it was something he didn’t have. He wanted what all others made the center of their lives: Love.

He knew he did not have much of a conscience; he was calculating and did not give a fuck about morals. And Emma had been the first to not fall for it.

She saw the true me. Like Ed. So why do I sabotage everything? Because I try to protect myself? To not feel? But then, I can feel. Pain. Loss. Betrayal. Anger. Rage. Even happiness to some degree. And fear. Is it that? The fear of losing something I want so badly, so I push it away?

His thoughts rambled. Usually, he didn’t let his mind wander. He had trained his thoughts to use specific paths. But since Emma and their consuming connection, nothing was as it was supposed to be. He had lost track of his path, of his centeredness, his balance. Because she unraveled the ground he walked on, which was mentally a challenge, spiritually almost impossible, and all his heart did was scream for the thrill of more.

I am so fucking doomed.

Luckily, Jaz ripped him from his mind.

“ETA in two.” Jaz handed him the tactical radio from the passenger seat, which he stored in his vest. Putting on the vest had been painful; his left side was quite damaged from the flames, but it did not matter. In two minutes, the adrenaline would spike, and from there on out, it was only hunting.

Jaz switched off the car’s lights as they turned into a pathway next to Meadows Memory Care, where they parked hidden behind some trees. When he stepped out of the car, snow crushed under his feet, and he inhaled the night’s clean air. It was almost as if his lungs filled extra deep with pure oxygen; it was so much cleaner than the Manhattan air.

He grabbed two firearms and spare ammunition and stored them in his vest and belt. With a single tap on his earpiece, he confirmed the jammed frequencies.

Jaz, meanwhile, closed the car’s door after taking a Remington shotgun and another Glock as a sidearm, just in case. Jaz had always been a sucker for rifles and shotguns, from day one, he thought quickly, and then it was time to focus.

“May the birds fly,” he said to himself in a whisper, thinking of Ed. Because usually, he would do a mission like this with Ed. Jaz wasn’t bad, everything but, but with Ed, they usually didn’t even have to talk. They had been through so much, through so many tight spots, so many revealing moments, it was something out of reach.

And Emma had almost taken Ed from him.

Fuck.


21


EMMA
PLAYLIST: LIKE A PRAYER (EPIC VERSION) – AXEL AVIX


When she stepped into the nursing home, everything in her clenched. The smell that went up her nose brought up the distinct feeling of death and decline. Although they tried to make it pleasant, it was as if a shadow lingered on the building, giving everyone the feeling of heaviness.

They walked through the entrance area, where a night guard would usually be, but their spot was empty. Looking down the corridor to Marie’s room, past the nurse’s room, there was also no one there. Usually, at least three nurses were covering the night shift, but nothing was like usual tonight. The totally silent and dimly lit corridor gave the entire building a lost-places feeling, to the point of a shudder running down her spine.

“Did your people clear everything?” she asked, because for some reason, she had a feeling. A strange feeling. Almost indistinguishable, it crept up on her, warning her. Something would undoubtedly happen.

“Yes. But I have a feeling,” answered Delilah.

“Yeah, me too.”

The rest of the way, they walked in silence. As they turned around the corner, the suspension almost became unbearable to endure. Her heart was beating so fast that it skipped a beat. The resulting heavy breaths cutting through the silence were so loud to her that they might be heard within the next three miles.

Suddenly, someone screamed. She shot around, her heart racing.

Fucking fuck, I can’t take this. Delilah stared at the room behind them and then decided to take a look inside, gun drawn. The smell that came from it was disgusting, as if something had died and rotted there.

“Just an old guy,” Delilah said after she stuck her head in. “Probably shit his pants.”

Phew. Without much relief, at least some of the immediate tension in her fell from her. Stupid. After all, people live and sleep here.

They walked further to the last door on the left of the wing. Marie’s room. The moment they reached it, her heart hammered against her chest. In general, any suspense made her jittery, but right now she fought with her hands and her entire body from shaking.

Whatever she expected to find behind the door was wild. Ranging from her dead fake mom to spilled secrets and a vengeful Deis, she saw every possible scenario running through her mind, vividly.

“Ready?” whispered Delilah while she turned on the light on her gun.

She only nodded. Out of reflex, she reached for her gun stored in the back of her pants waistband, but did not turn on the streamlight. Her vision was somehow excellent in the dark; she was a night owl after all.

Just in case, she pep-talked herself. Delilah pressed the door handle. The click it made resounded heavily through the corridor.

Fucking fuck! Her heart hammered so hard against her throat; it was almost impossible to bear. What the fuck am I doing here?

With a single swift movement, Delilah rushed inside.

Taking a huge leap of courage, she followed her, almost expecting to be ambushed.

The light of Delilah’s gun flashed through the room.

But there was no one there. Delilah went for the light switch and turned it on. Her eyes needed a few seconds to adapt to the surgical lighting that radiated onto them. The room looked as it always had. Clean, lifeless, except for the few allowed-listed personal effects. On the right was a sideboard, decorated with dried flowers and two picture frames. One from Marie and Derrick, years ago in Paris, and one of her as a kid. Not that she remembered it being taken.

There was a queen-size bed at the back of the room with its enormous wooden headboard and eye-hurting floral bedsheets. Delilah went toward the bed immediately, lifted the blanket, and felt the sheets. Next to the bed was a wooden nightstand. There used to be a glass giraffe figure standing on it, but she hadn’t visited Marie for years now; it might have just fallen and smashed.

“Cold,” said Delilah more to herself.

“You think she was taken?”

“I don’t know. She was not taken within the last hour,” said Delilah, lost in thought, before she tipped on her ear two times.

“When was the last time Marie was seen?” asked Delilah into what had to be her earpiece.

Whoever answered, she couldn’t hear. Delilah is like Deis. They’re just the same. They played the amazing couple for the world to see while hiding the deadly truth from each other. And even in their deadly truth, they’re the same. And I somehow got in the middle of it all. Wonderful.

“Thanks,” said Delilah and turned to her. “She hasn’t left, and no one was seen taking her. So, she has to be here somewhere. Let’s go find her after we search this room for anything relevant.”

Her glance wandered through the room. It looked just the same. Although what was new was a very twisted painting above the sideboard. It was almost black with faces scratched in the paint. Just looking at it gave her the chills. The rest looked just the same. Except…

“I thought,” said Delilah as she leaned onto the bed, “your mother wasn’t religious.” She gripped a necklace hanging on the peak in the middle of the headboard.

“She definitely wasn’t. Church was an incarnation of the devil she did not believe in either, so⁠—”

“So, why have Jesus Christ dangling down above the bed?”

Yeah, why? And where is she? Did Deis get to her first? Or what had happened here?

“I don’t know, it’s all very murky.” Her voice trailed away as she tried to wrap her head around everything.

“Let’s go through her stuff and then we’ll join the team; they’re lifting every stone in this hole as we speak.”

“Yeah, let’s.” It took all her willpower not to follow her racing thoughts.

Going through the stuff in the room was totally uneventful. Nothing interesting, nothing even remotely of value for whatever they were looking for showed up. No files, no information. There were some books, but nothing out of the ordinary.

“No bible,” said Delilah as she read the spines. So why sleep with Jesus but have no Bible?

She took the image of Derrick and Marie into her hands. She had almost forgotten what Derrick looked like. Seeing him should do something with her, right? But it didn’t. There was just nothing. The man in the picture could have been a random stranger. She probably would have felt more.

Placing the photo back where it stood, she then took the frame with the picture of herself. She must’ve been five, maybe six years old. Only then did she realize it showed her sitting on that same swing on the front porch. Goosebumps spread on her arms.

Too many coincidences, even for her taste. It couldn’t be, could it? It might just be Deis’ influence, making her believe everything happened for a reason, like the numbers and the universe guiding her.

Magical thinking, that’s what it is. I know too much about human behavior to not let myself be blinded by that. Nothing is fucking guiding me. It’s my brain filtering stuff, making me believe I see things, numbers, swings, shadows, whatever. It’s a trick my mind plays on me.

She tried to talk herself out of the thoughts now invading her mind. Rationally, she knew there was a thing called the reticular activating system in human brains that filters what a person sees through a lens and, therefore, can make a person believe they see something more frequently.

Like the number 3 I see everywhere. It’s just my damn brain manipulating my perception of reality. She tried to talk herself out of it rationally.

Only thing was, she didn’t even believe herself. Because something was going on, something did not add up, and it was, with absolute certainty, nothing good. And just as she had thought of the number 3, her glance wandered over the Jesus necklace. She took it from the place on the nightstand where Delilah had thrown it. The silver was cold, and the necklace glided through her fingers. And there it was, embossed on the back: 333. A freezing jolt rushed through her once more. Because it was now most certainly one too many coincidences.

Silver. Not Gold.

Gold would’ve explained the 333, but silver didn’t.

“Something just doesn’t add up here,” she said more to herself.

“I know,” replied Delilah, head deep in a cupboard.

With a quick move, she slipped the Jesus necklace into her pocket. She wasn’t entirely sure why, but it was a feeling she had.

They searched the entire room for half an hour, only to find absolutely nothing.

“Let’s search the rest of the place, maybe you’ll see something out of the ordinary,” said Delilah finally. It made her groan internally. Searching for something she didn’t even know was not one of her favorite activities. She had never been a fan of scavenger hunts. Now this hunt for ghosts of her past under threat made it no better.

However, she obliged – not that she had a choice – and they walked back into the corridor.

“Let’s check every room, just to be sure.”

It took them quite some time to check every room. Delilah had her gun up and ready with every room they entered. She felt as if they were the FBI on a search for a fugitive. It was cool and unbelievable at the same time. When they reached the last room in the wing, having still not found any trace of Marie, the tension in her seemed to ebb away.

Maybe she had to see a doctor. Or she died. Who knows.

Breathing in deeply, she let the slightly sterile-smelling air truly float through her lungs for the first time since they arrived, as the agitation of an immediate threat flattened. It was the moment she felt her body for the first time truly again, especially certain needs her body had.

“I’m gonna use the bathroom,” she told Delilah and pointed at the visitor’s bathroom. Delilah only nodded, so she went for it without another word. Carefully, she opened the door, checking the room for anyone in there, almost feeling like a child scared of the basement as she glanced in with caution. But as she turned on the light switch, it was utterly empty. Only the smell of sterile lotion hit her nose.

I am getting paranoid. Seriously, get a grip on yourself, she told herself,  closed the door, and turned the lock.

Letting down her pants, she sat down on the toilet and peed. It felt like heaven. Because in this bathroom, everything felt normal. There was no outside world of total craziness where she got herself sucked into secrets, guns, and manipulation from gurus to megalomaniac assholes and ruthless bazillionaires. No. Right here, it was her and a figure of Jesus Christ on his cross staring creepily down at her peeing from up the wall next to her in this windowless, locked bathroom.

No worries, won’t do anything frivolous, she thought. Why is there even a need to place Jesus figures everywhere, especially in a bathroom?

Jesus figure.

In Marie’s room, too.

Why though?

They hadn’t been here last time.

Nowhere actually.

Or did I simply not recognize them?

“Are you quite done soon?” shouted Delilah, annoyed from the other side of the door, ripping her out of her thoughts.

“Let a girl pee in peace,” she shouted back. “Seriously.”

Delilah just groaned.

When she was done, she pulled up her pants and washed her hands. Looking in the mirror properly, she almost freaked out at her own appearance. Heavy purple eye rings decorated her face in a very unflattering way, accompanied by her messy hair and a massive bruise on her face where she had hit the ground last night. Overall, it was safe to say, she looked like hell. With a few splashes of water on her face, she tried to remove some of the dirt before she held her hair under the water, just for the feeling. Not that it helped in any way, and it was also stupid because she had to go back outside, and it was very fucking cold outside.

So stupid! she cursed at herself.

Then, maybe out of pure instinct, she went to take a look at the Jesus figure. She wanted to check if it had the same embossed numbers, just out of curiosity.

Taking it from the wall made a strange screeching noise. The figure was heavy, much heavier than anticipated. The touch was equally cold, even metallic. Turning it around, she looked for anything out of the ordinary, maybe even seeing a message, only there wasn’t one.

Stupid. There might be a new director here who is a faithful Christian.

Suddenly, the hair on her arms stood up, accompanied by a sinking feeling that rushed through her. The feeling was followed by a commotion outside.

Fuck. Deis. It had to be Deis, right? What am I going to do?

In her, something sank even further. Because she didn’t want to see him right now. She wanted to find out whatever he was hiding. But if it were Deis, he would not harm her, would he? So, she could go outside, right?  But, after what happened with Ed…Shit.

Somehow, her gut did tell her to be careful, very, very careful. First thing, she turned off the lights. As she stood there in the dark, she tried to focus and listen, but it was utterly silent again. She put the Jesus figure on the floor and moved her hands to find the handle and the door lock, but before she did anything else, she had to think. This wasn’t the time for mindless action.

What the hell had happened outside? Why didn’t Delilah scream or shout if it was something bad? Why weren’t any guns fired?

Okay, think Emma. What can you do? Sit here and wait till you die? No. Deis won’t kill me. Probably doesn’t know what I know, what I suspect. Delilah means me no harm either. So, there’s nothing that could go wrong, right?

Maybe it was the adrenaline, maybe the craziness of her life nowadays, but without thinking twice, she drew the gun, and then slowly and silently, she turned the lock. Its sound was so loud in the silence, she feared it might have been heard all the way to New York.

The entrance was pitch black. As her eyes had accommodated to the darkness already in the bathroom, she could make out some shapes as she just stood there, observing the room over the gun, pointing at every angle. The corridor to the left and the entrance in front of her were empty; no one was moving. She didn’t hear a damn thing. No footsteps, no rustling, no one even breathing. It was so silent. The sound of her fast-beating heart seemed to resound through the air like cannon blasts.

It is too silent. Where are you, Delilah?

Nonetheless, she moved. Carefully, very carefully, she put one foot in front of the other. Nervously spinning to her right, she glanced behind the door, but there wasn’t anyone or anything. Just to be sure, she walked a couple of steps to the left and spun the gun first around the corner to the corridor they had come from previously. But it was also empty, at least as far as she could see in the darkness of everything. She did not dare turn on the light on the gun. It would make her be seen immediately.

Okay, what am I gonna do?

The only thing making sense to her was getting back to the car. So, she walked with her shoulder almost touching the wall towards the entrance doors, always watching and scanning the room.

At least watching all those movies and true crime shows was good for something, she thought, trying to calm her body, which could somehow sense that something wasn’t right. Between her flat, fast breaths, the shudder running down her spine, and the tension of the facility’s stuffy air, fear was on the verge of getting to her.

When she reached the entrance door, she put a hand on the old metal doorknob to open the heavy wooden door. Only the doorknob did not open.

Fuck. Of course.

Trying not to lose her shit, she tried to focus. The door is locked as a standard measure, so the residents don’t get out. Only it was also possible that there was something concerning going on.

Okay, so think. Nursing homes are designed to keep people inside, hindering old and confused people from running off. There must be a door opener somewhere for the security personnel and the reception to open the door automatically.

Turning around, she glanced through the darkness. There was a reception for visitors and an empty spot for the guard. She made her way over, the gun still ready. When she glanced around the counter, there was equally nothing.

Can I risk turning on the gun’s streamlight? she asked herself. In this darkness, she would never find the necessary button to open the door automatically. There was no way around it.

So, she let her fingers glide over the gun’s light, found the switch, and turned it on. Internally, it felt as if she were detonating a bomb.

The light illuminated the darkness.

Just out of reflex, she put a hand in front of it, just to slightly dim it.

Rushing over the back of the counter, she searched for the door opener.

Problem was, she didn’t find one.

When she reached the guard’s usual place, there was still not a single thing that looked like an opener.

She let her hand trace the downside of the desk, and there, finally, she found a button. In the hope that it was not a panic button, she pressed it.

Nothing happened. No buzzing sound. Maybe it was a panic button, and security would arrive within minutes. Or maybe, she told herself, the electricity was cut, which made no sense, because the lights in the bathroom worked. Or had worked.

Fuck.

She closed her eyes for a moment.

What am I gonna do?

I could just smash a window.

Yes. That’s what I’m gonna do.

Only there was nothing heavy enough to smash a window. She could probably do it with her foot, but the risk of cutting her foot and leg was way too high. Jeez, she was desperate, but not stupid.

Jesus.

Jesus figure.

How biblical.

She went back to the bathroom to get the figure to smash it through the window, and the second she had bent down, she felt it.

Heard it.

Straightening up, a shudder as cold as if someone had poured liquid helium ran down her spine.

Not that she knew how that felt exactly, but it was what she had learned to be the coldest possible thing when gas became liquid. And while she rambled in her mind about chemicals, the presence behind her became undeniably real.

Unable to move, she just stood there, frozen to the spot by her rigid muscles.

And just when the tension was crushing her, everything became silent.

Around her.

In her.

Like the silence in the eye of a hurricane.

A quiet voice finally ripped through it. It was almost like a relief.

A warm breath sizzled on the skin of her neck. Every hair on her body stood up.

A waft of old oak perfume with a fruity note overwhelmed her.

And then, an arm grasped around her and pulled her into the bathroom, the door closing shut behind them.

“Shhhh.”
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DEIS
PLAYLIST: TOSS A COIN TO YOUR WITCHER – KLØN


Jaz took the radio and spoke into it. “This is Team Leader, Alpha One, confirm position and status of Tango One and Tango Two, over.”

“Alpha One to Team Leader, visual on Tango One, currently using the entrance hall bathroom. Tango Two approximately thirty seconds ago, no repositioning possible. Over,” came Alpha One’s voice through the radio. She had been a dedicated member of the tactical team for more than eight years now.

“Copy that. Alpha One, stay in position. Over,” answered Jaz, and then continued after switching channels, “Beta One, this is Team Leader, confirm your position and status of Tango Two’s Team. Over.”

The typical buzzing came as they waited for the answer. The answer, however, did not come.

“Beta One, this is Team Leader. Confirm your position and the status of Tango Two’s Team. Over,” repeated Jaz. But still no answer.

“Told you, there is something going on,” he said to her.

“Alpha One, when was the last time you spoke to Beta One? Over.”

“Alpha to Team Leader, Beta One reported changing position approximately four minutes ago, no contact since then. Over."

"Copy that. Over.”

So, four minutes ago, they were still in contact, and now they are impossible to reach. And while he sat there, it was as if he was back in London with Ed. It had been exactly the same situation.

A situation that had cost him a lot. Personally, as much as professionally. It almost was as if he

stared into Ed’s eyes back then.

Ed. Fuck. Focus!

What would Sam do?

Sam was a brilliant strategist and had a certain calmness in executing plans. And although he had patience, too, he was slightly more heated, especially regarding Emma.

Wait or risk everything? Risk the entire team he needed for everything in the future, or wait and see how things played out. Waiting too long might jeopardize Emma. And in his chest, a heavy rock had appeared, dragging him down, because he knew the answer already. But it also meant he had to give up what had kept him going since May 2nd,1998. His revenge. And while he thought about it, the heavy walls around his heart began to crack.

What have you done to me, Emma? What have you done? You’ve ripped me of everything I have ever lived for.

To keep his sanity, he asked Jaz, “What would you do? Split Alpha up or wait?”

“I believe we’re beyond waiting.”

They stared at each other in the darkness of the night. It was almost impossible to distinguish form and color, as everything was dipped in dark blue and grey, consumed by the shadows of lightless surroundings. He then took his radio, pressed the button for the Alpha channel, and spoke into it, not breaking eye contact with Jaz.

“This is HQ to Alpha One. Alpha Five and Alpha Six stay in place, Alpha One and Alpha Two take the west wing, Alpha Three and Alpha Four take the south wing. Team Leader and HQ are taking the east wing. It’s time to get the Tangos out,” he declared and then added with a devilish grin, “and it’s time to put the boom into ‘boomtown’, over.”

There was a time for considerate action, and then there was a time for violence. Tonight, it was the latter.

“Copy that, boomtown it is. Over,” said Alpha One with an audible smirk.

Storing the radio in its designated place, he took out one of his firearms, ready to roll.

The moment they walked up to the property’s east wing, everything went dark. All the lights surrounding the property, pathways, and internal lights. Everything.

“Time to play,” he whispered, more to himself as his senses sharpened. Every one of them became heightened, as if he could hear better, smell more, see clearer, even in the absence of light. His heart was beating steadily faster, ready to strike.

Jaz held the lock bypass tool to the back doors, which opened almost immediately with a satisfying click. They entered the building quickly.

The smell of it! Hell, if I ever get old and lose my ability to take care of myself, someone please end me.

Marie’s room was the second to their right, but there was no one in there. They quickly moved down the corridor towards the entrance, where Team Alpha last saw Emma using a bathroom. When they reached the end of the corridor, he stopped. With the slightest possible movement, he leaned forward to look around the corner.

Everything was quiet there. He then signaled Jaz, who had his back, with his finger to move forward. They reached the entrance hall. Jaz immediately opened the door to the bathroom, which was, after a glance, empty.

Where are you, Emma?

He lifted his hand and spun his finger to tell Jaz to swarm. They’d check every last inch of this building. No one would get out of here without noticing. And he would not leave without Emma.

Jaz took the staff room, so he decided to take the room in front of him, behind the reception counter. Something drew him to it.

Maybe she hid in there.

But when he looked inside, his shoe stepped into something wet. Glancing onto the floor, he turned the light on his gun again, only to see a puddle of blood beneath his feet. Directing the light to the wall on his left, he saw splatter. Trailing it further, there was a bloody handprint on it.

What the hell happened here?

Taking out the radio, he set the channel for Alpha. “Alpha One, this is HQ. Report. What happened here? Over.”

The radio, however, stayed silent.
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: EYES ON FIRE – HAHLWEG, WAYFIE


It can’t be. It has to be a fucking dream from which I will wake up and be back in my apartment with Pi licking my toes.

Her heart beat a million beats per minute as she let herself be dragged into the darkness of the bathroom. The door behind her shut with a loud bang, followed by the clicking of the lock. Her mind, usually so sharp, was unable to focus. Her body, usually an amazing fighter when in distress, was now completely out of use. Drawn to the presence behind her, taking her, entirely immobile.

“Hello, Em,” whispered the voice softly in her ear, producing a million lightnings striking her skin.

This can’t be fucking happening.

Because the slightly rasping female voice that just whispered in her ear was a voice she had heard before. And although she had been drunk at the time, she would recognize the voice everywhere. And just when the chokehold around her throat was lifted by fingers brushing softly over her neck, reality distorted.

Just for this single moment of being frozen in nothingness in a bathroom, somewhere in the nowhere of Michigan, she let herself be consumed by it. The memory of Ri, aka Riley, the hot masc with her lace bra and suit, grasping her, kissing her at the bar in Anson’s.

And sure, there were a million fucking questions, but the consuming, overwhelming pull just shut off her mind. No thought. No outside world. No problems.

Her heavy breaths heaved her chest up and down as Ri’s other hand wandered around her body.

A soft moan, impossible to control, left her. Without thinking, she leaned into Ri, her shoulders slightly drawn up from the shudder running down her spine.

The touch, compulsive.

The connection, electrified.

The need, impossible to contain.

And maybe it was the adrenaline, maybe it was the rush, the need for control, the disgusting bathroom where nothing else existed, she spun round and pushed Ri back and kissed her. Aggressively, with tongue. She brought one hand up to Ri’s face to grip her chin, the other resting on her chest with the gun, pushing her against the door.

The explosion of fireworks from the kiss somewhere deep down in her core was beyond. Ri kissed her back, just as valiantly, just as aggressively, accompanied by their heavy breaths. Her taste was sweet.

The sensation of their tongues battling for power.

The firm grip of Ri’s hand exploring her body.

The pressure of their bodies on each other.

And although everything about it was so wrong, she wanted nothing more than to rip Ri’s clothes from her body and touch all of her. Feel all of her. The mere thought of it made her dripping wet.

“Em,” said Ri suddenly, breaking the kiss. And in that moment, reality hit her. Hard.

What the fuck am I doing here?

What the fucking fuck! I…shit…Deis. Fuck.

Just like that, her mind was back. Serving her the absurdity of the situation, not on a silver platter but more like a cake with bombs in the face.

Ri. Riley. Here. She pushed herself off Ri, and out of pure self-preservation, she pressed the gun on Ri’s chest.

“What the hell are you doing here?” she inquired sharply.

“Getting you out,” said Ri calmly.

Getting me out. So, she’s working for Deis. No fucking way.

“Who ordered you to get me out?”

“Not Deis, in case you’re wondering.”

Not Deis.

“Then who?”

Only Ri didn’t answer. “Shhh,” she whispered, “we have company.”

“Company as in Deis?” she whispered back.

“Yes.”

“What if I don’t want to be extracted by you?”

“You gave the signal, so I suppose you do.”

Wait, what signal?

“Sig-signal?” she asked, confused, because something did not add up.

“The Jesus,” she replied, as if it were the only logical answer, and pushed her arm with the gun away.

The Jesus? A signal?

Her mind tried to wrap itself around this piece of information, and the only possible explanation was that there was a lot she did not know about Marie. It simply could not be a coincidence that Riley, whom she met in a random Manhattan bar, was now here, in her mother’s nursing home, to get her out and away from Deis via communication over Jesus figures on the wall.

Dream. Must be a dream.

“Now,” said Ri, “come.”

“Come where? I’m not just going anywhere with you, I don’t know you, and⁠—”

She broke off mid-sentence, as Ri turned on a torchlight, grasped the Jesus figure from the floor, and turned to the right side of the bathroom. There was a blank wall with old tiles from the 80s, in a truly awful beige with flowers. Ri pushed a tile and inserted the Jesus figure horizontally, bottom down, into whatever hole she had opened.

A silent click followed. What then happened, let her face fall. With a single push, a part of the wall slid backward and revealed a secret entrance.

Like I said, fucking dream.

“After you,” said Ri, tilting her head towards the entrance.

Her heart beat ever so fast as she looked at the door in the dimly lit bathroom and back to Ri. Sure, there were a million reasons not to do it, to stay, go back, and be happy, play sorry, forget everything, and be with Deis in blissful ignorance. But there was one reason to do it: Curiosity.

So, without thinking twice, she walked into the secret door.

Ri unlocked the bathroom door and then joined her quickly. With one swift movement, the secret door closed behind them.

“They won’t know where you went, and they can’t follow because we have the key,” explained Ri and walked up front. “Let’s go.”

Where they stood was a very tight room, more like a cupboard. Ri’s torchlight illuminated the floor. There was a staircase leading down to God knows where.

“Where are we going?”

“You’ll see.”

“I’d rather know now,” she answered. But Ri did not answer her and went down the stairs. So, without having much of a choice, she followed her. The unknown was obviously her new life’s motto.

After they reached the bottom, they walked through a tunnel, which smelled like wet stone. They walked for what was not more than two minutes before they reached another staircase. And then, she realized.

“I knew it,” she said out loud. I fucking knew it. The swing – it could not be a coincidence.

“We saw you earlier, staring at the house.”

“It was the swing. I recognized the swing,” she said more to herself. “It’s my mother, isn’t it?”

“You’ll see,” said Ri while pointing with her head up the stairs. “But before we go up,” added Ri in a whisper that immediately let the tension in her core flutter. “There is something I have to do.”

“What?” she asked, but Ri already pushed her sideways into the stone wall. She expected another kiss, but instead of kissing her, Ri’s lips wandered to her neck. There, she let her tongue slide over it up to her ear. When Ri reached it, she breathed into her ear. “The thing I wanted to do since Anson’s”

And with it, Ri’s hand wandered over her thigh up to her sensitive parts.

Ten seconds ago, she wanted to stop her. Because her mind needed a release for all the curiosity, the hunger for knowing to be stilled. But the moment Ri’s tongue had touched her neck, her mind had gone completely blank. Right now, she just felt every last electrifying sensation of Ri’s hand wandering between her thighs. And although she wore pants, she could feel everything. Everything.

Right this moment, she thanked the God she did not believe in for the shower she was able to take on Delilah’s jet. And just when her mind was on the verge of thinking about Delilah and everything that had happened, Ri gripped her labia through the pants and then let her fingers run with pressure over exactly where her aroused and swollen clit was.

Holy fucking shit, she swore in her mind and gasped out.

With rhythmical push-swirls that were beyond anything she had ever done to herself or experienced with a man, Ri pushed her over an invisible border. A border that separated right from wrong, and she was lost in her own moans, resounding back at her from the tunnel’s walls. Ri did so fucking know what she was doing.

It was that moment Ri’s lips smashed on hers, kissing her with a feral need that she could feel Ri’s lust wash over her, just as much as her lust must have radiated over Riley. And while they kissed, Ri removed her hand from between her thighs to fumble open the button to her pants. While she did so, Ri pushed her thigh between hers and up against her pants where her hand had been before. Unable to help herself, she rolled her hips against the pressure. The rubbing pressure produced endless fireworks in her clit and slowly burned up her core.

Ri opened the button and zipper. Just for a moment, a feeling of humiliation rushed through her. She hadn’t shaved, and it was the first time a woman would touch her there–but then, her mind stopped again. The humiliation was gone within a nanosecond, as Ri’s hand slid down under her panties. Her soft yet strong fingers slid down her swollen, needy labia. And while she did, a satisfying hum resonated audibly through Ri’s chest.

“Holy shit, Ri,” she breathed out with a moan while pressing herself into the wall.

“Yes,” whispered Ri against her lips. “You can say that out loud the entire time.” And with it, she started to massage her clitoris. First with wide circles and slight pressure, before it became more valiantly with smaller and smaller circles.

A pulsating feeling spread through her entire core. Ri stopped kissing her and wandered with her lips down her neck. There, she breathed for just a moment, hot air against it, and then she bit her neck. Goosebumps spread immediately over her. Without letting her catch her breath, Ri entered her with two fingers.

“Damn. Fuck. It,” she moaned while closing her eyes in lust.

The way she moved her fingers in, slightly pulling them in towards her belly, was arousing beyond anything. Ri’s fingers became faster as she pushed them in with the skill of a virtuoso into exactly the right spot, while leaving small bites on her neck down to her collarbone.

Her moans now became so loud. And just as she thought there was nothing more to it, Ri pushed up her thigh to put more pressure on her hand. Now she simply moved her fingers fast back and forth in her with all the pressure on her clit. And that move made her explode in a way she had never experienced before. It wasn’t anything like with Deis. What Ri did was what she herself had never made possible, nor any man she had slept with. Not that fast, and not with fingers alone, and most of all not erupting her entire body from a place so deep in her that everything in her opened wide. A rush of emotions flooded her. Emotions that were never meant to be. Tears streamed down her cheeks just when the wave of her orgasm softly decreased.

What the fuck was that? She cursed at herself in her mind, trying to stop the tears that felt like liberation to her. Only they did not want to be stopped. They wanted to be felt, and that was fucking overwhelming.

Here she was, in an underground tunnel, not only losing her mind, but also her sapphic virginity. Not that it was a thing, but hell, she had longed for it forever. So long that not even Deis existed right now. Deis was not a man who shared; she knew as much. But after everything, what did she care? She knew she was playing with fire, but right now, in this blissful moment of satisfied desire and total emotional overkill, she didn’t give a fuck about getting burned.

Ri then slid out her fingers and put them, with a satisfied way and a gaze of smugness and desire, in her mouth. She sucked off her juices, and it was so damn fucking hot she blushed immediately with her wet cheeks and hopefully not smeared mascara.

“Like I said,” whispered Ri through the darkness while biting her lower lip for a moment, “You taste lovely.”

I am so fucking screwed.
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: BAD MOON RISING – MOURNING RITUAL, PETER DREIMANIS


While they walked up the stairs to the house on the other side of the street from the nursing home, where Marie was supposed to be in with her early-onset Alzheimer’s, it dawned on her what might happen next. There were a bazillion scenarios shooting through her mind, starting with her fake mom being fake sick, ending with a plot against the richest megalomaniac of these times. None of which she hoped to be true.

There was also the matter with the Bible verses, indirectly telling her that Marie knew about her killing her fake father.

This is so fucked up, truly. Material for a TV show.

When she reached the top, there was a door in front of her with a handle. Just for a second, she rested her hand on it, considering her questionable life choices. But, to her defense, at least she felt something again. And there was nothing she had to lose, right?

So, with a leap of faith, she opened the door. Somehow, she had expected something eventful to happen–only it did not.

The first thing she recognized about the room when she walked in was the dustiness of it all. Well, and the smell of neglect. Years of neglect. Old wood, maybe even rotting wood, mold, and something she would describe as the smell of death.

She knew because she had two rabbits as a kid, Ernie and Bert. Bert got lost one day, and they all thought he’d escaped into the wild. Only he had not escaped. Soon after, a very nasty smell spread from the kitchen. They thought it might be the drain because they couldn’t find the source. Marie had accused her of being the source by pranking her. Finally, after weeks and months of persuading her of her innocence, she had put it to rest, and the smell disappeared one day. They never talked about it again. Only when they got a new kitchen installed did they finally find the reason for the smell. It had been Bert. Rotting under the kitchen. He had slipped through a small gap between the counter and wall, but never managed to get out. So, that was the end of Bert, who by then had been mummified, and was the reason why she had learned how decaying bodies smell. And this house smelled just like Bert rotting under the kitchen counter.

Funny enough, where she now stood was that same kitchen.

“Who died here?” she asked.

The surfaces were covered in years of dust, a sheet hanging over a table that stood in the middle of the room to her left. To the right was the window she had stared into earlier, where she had seen a shadow moving. Now, she stared at Meadows Care, which lay there in full darkness. She noticed there were a couple more SUVs and trucks parked in the lot. Deis. The car they came in was still there.

“People,” answered Ri to her question, and closed a cupboard’s door behind her.

“I am not stupid, I don’t believe it was rabbits or aliens who died in here,” she snapped back.

“I like how you think,” said Ri.

“And I like people who can answer a specific question with a specific answer.”

Her answer made Ri chuckle, who now walked past the covered table to the door behind it.

“Come,” said Ri and walked into the living room.

Giving the kitchen one last glance, her eyes stopped just for the fraction of a second on the wall to her left. There also hung a Jesus figure, the very same one they had used in the bathroom. Above, however, almost impossible to recognize in the dark room, was a single light reflecting from outside. A camera. And not just any camera, but a professional one, she knew as much. It was dome-shaped, like they had in many official facilities.

She walked towards it and stared at it, her head slightly tilted.

“Huh,” she said, but then followed Riley. “What is this place?” she asked, not expecting a straight answer.

The living room was also neglected, covered with sheets and dust.

“Transit,” said Ri, who now stood in the next room and held the door open to her.

Transit. It sounds so fucking much like Deis. And just for a second, her heart fell. What if Deis was testing her? Fuck.

“Transit to where?” she asked.

“A safe house.”

“And why would I need to be in a safe house?” she asked. Somehow, the room temperature had dropped to below zero. “I see no need for me to be in a safe house.” She had no interest in being in a safe house. She wanted answers.

“Oh, my employer does.”

The moment Ri had said it, the hair on her arms stood up. Accompanied by a feeling that called for caution.

Her employer.

“And who would that be?” she asked with coldness in her voice, as she got the distinct feeling that something was absolutely not right. She might’ve just walked into the lion’s den.

Riley took out a radio from a pocket of her black functional gear pants. Pressing a few buttons, she then spoke into it. “Alpha One to HQ, Tango One is secure. Over.”

It took a few seconds before an answer came, giving her the time to think. Or not, because her mind did not seem to work anymore. She knew exactly whose voice she would hear.

When the radio finally slightly screeched, everything in her went blank.

“HQ to Alpha One, great work, stick to the plan. Over.”

Oh my fucking god.

Right this moment, nothing worked in her anymore. She stared into Ri’s eyes, the same look on her face she had seen once before, on Sami’s face while she fucked Chris on the couch.

The same fucking look!

She had been lied to once again. She had been betrayed, again. Anger rushed through her, intoxicating her entire system.

Why is it always me? Why?

And then a thought crossed her mind. Did Deis test her? Was that how he was avenging Ed? The sinking feeling it produced in her was indescribable. Sickness, like after a heavy night out with too much alcohol, was nothing compared to the feeling in her stomach.

She closed her eyes for a moment, trying to grasp the magnitude of what she had just heard.

As she just stood there, her entire life ran past her inner eye. All the moments of loathing, of betrayal, of being fucking alone and lost. And normally, she would’ve just let herself be consumed by her self-loathing. But the pain finally was more than she could take, and something in her snapped.

There was no fucking way she would let herself be pushed around by anyone anymore. Not by Deis. Not by Delilah. Not by Riley. She was so fucking done with all of them. Served up with the bullshit, she warded not only her heart but her soul from any further harm. Now, finally, nothing truly mattered anymore. It was time to put herself first.

Damn, I am fucking done with being everyone’s puppet! And with that thought, she opened her eyes, staring into the darkness at Riley, who watched her. It was time to act. 

With a single movement, she pulled out her gun.

“I don’t think you have Tango One,” she said with a voice she didn’t even recognize, holding it directly into Ri’s face. “Hands where I can see them.”

“Em, don’t be stupid,” said Ri, slowly moving her hands up. “It is just to get you out safe. Deis is not–”

“Shut your mouth!” she shouted. The blind rage of being lied to once again burned in her. “Tell yourself that, God, do you truly believe he tells you the truth?”

“Em, listen, this was simply a–” began Ri, but she had no interest in hearing all the crap he planted in her.

“How are you supposed to get me out?”

“Car. But Em, it’s not Deis, he is not my only–”

“Where are the keys?” she interrupted Ri’s bullshit.

“Pocket. Em, listen. ”

Fuck, risky. Ri can grab my gun if I take it; she surely is trained. Or when I bend down, she might just hit or strangle me.

“Shut your mouth. Turn around, against the door, hands above your head. Which pocket?” Her voice was harsh, but it did not matter anymore. She was so fucking done with being used, and that justified all the means.

“Back pocket on the right,” Ri replied, who at least did what she was told. “Em, I mean you no harm. There is a plan. Not everything is how it…”

“Tell me,” she asked Ri while removing the gun from the holster and putting it into the back of her pants waistband. She searched for the car keys. “Did you work for him before or after Anson’s?”

Silence. A silence that let her veins fill with ice, freezing her entire body in a stasis to not be overwhelmed by pain. How could I be so fucking stupid and trust the devil himself? How?

“I thought as much,” she then said coldly while checking the other pockets. She found a phone, a wallet, two knives, and more keys. She took them all. She then leaned onto Ri and stretched to reach her hand for the radio.

“I need the PIN to your phone,” she then said. And as Ri did not answer, she said it more strongly. “The pin, now.”

“3333”

Three again! Are you kidding me!

But the PIN did work. Good. Or not good. Nothing about this is good, her conscience told her. At least she had a phone, money, and a car to get out of this hellhole.

“Good, now, undress,” she demanded coldly.

Silence.

“I mean it.”

She had no idea where it all came from. Her mind did not work. She was acting out of self-preservation. It was the only way Ri wouldn’t be able to follow her and might just run for the rest of the team.

Ri did as she was told and stood in front of her in her underwear. Sexy as hell with her curves yet with a masculine build, and in every other universe, she would not have been able to resist, but this was punishment. She hated lies. Hated liars. So, she leaned into Ri’s back and breathed against the back of her neck, solely for strategic reasons, of course – at least she told herself as much. Ri’s scent trailed up her nose, and when it did, she closed her eyes for just a second.

Fuck. Focus!

She collected herself and whispered into Ri’s ear, “This is for lying.”  

“Walk over to the kitchen, do not turn.”

When she had reached the door to the kitchen, Ri stopped and said, “You are making a mistake.”

“Get in the passage. Am I?” she asked.

“Yes, you are. Because I did not lie,” said Ri silently, now standing in the door to the passage. “See you soon, Em.”

Are you kidding me? You told me you don’t work for Deis and then said you do, but didn’t lie? See you soon? Seriously?

“Don’t fucking gaslight me,” she hissed at her. “Now, where’s Deis’ safe house you’re supposed to get me to?”

“42 Walnut Street, Eagle River, WI. They’re watching,” said Ri with a tilt to the camera on the wall.

“Oh, I know.” And as she just walked into her badass era, she held the gun straight at the camera and shot it. “Now they don’t.” She almost laughed to herself as she slammed the door to the passage shut and ran for the garage. While she did, she had a moment to think about what she had just done. And how far gone she seemed to be.

Just like the rest of the world. Everyone is giving everyone crap. Manipulation, lies, secrets, seriously, what happened to honesty and trust?

In the garage stood an old truck. Only the car keys she had gotten from Ri didn’t match. They were for a much newer car. Opening the garage door with the opener she found, she saw a black SUV standing in the driveway.

Deis will surely be able to track his own fucking car. So, within a matter of seconds, she decided to search for a key for the old truck, because it meant no tracking. She didn’t see any hanging on the walls, so she just tried the truck door. And to her delight, it opened.

There it was, the key already in the ignition, ready to drive. She wouldn’t have much more time until Ri would have her clothes back on and come after her. She needed a head start. From Deis. From Ri. From everyone. So, without further thinking, she got in. The motor started with a deep gurgling sound ripping loudly through the night. 

She had to get away fast, and when she passed the SUV in the driveway, she opened the door, took the Glock with the silencer she had taken from Delilah’s stack, and shot the back tire, just in case.

She decided to take the turn towards the airport; it was the most likely thing Deis would not expect. He would take Delilah somewhere, probably the safehouse, and then he’d come after her.

After several minutes of driving, she felt safe enough to turn on the truck’s lights. They illuminated the road in front of her, and just for a moment, the chaos around her, the madness of her world nowadays, wasn’t there. It was the moment she breathed properly again. By doing so, her mind began to work again. The immediate threat vanished with every mile she put between Crystal Falls and herself. Only the racing thoughts greeted her like an old friend, whirling around in the never-ending dialogue in her head. She had to think. She needed peace and quiet to think.

What the hell happened?

What the hell am I doing?

And Deis? Ri working for him?

And what was it she wanted to tell me?

And Delilah.

What will happen to her?

And where the fuck is Marie? Did Deis vanish her?

And where can I go? Where would he least expect me to go?

I need fucking space. And I need to fucking breathe.

That very moment, Ri’s phone rang. Her heartbeat quickened immediately. And when she stared at the screen, her heart skipped, accompanied by a fluttering feeling, and not of the good kind.

Deis.

That moment, she wanted nothing more than to get far, far away. Until she realized what she was doing.

I am running from him. Like prey.

Only she wasn’t prey. No. She’d never be fucking prey.

And with it, she pressed the green button to answer the call.
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DEIS
PLAYLIST: MAN OR A MONSTER - SAMTINNESZ, ZAYDE WOLF


Deep down in his chest, he knew something was not right. He could sense it. Feel it with every inch of his body. Not exactly what, who, or where, but something was going on without his knowing.

“D, we have Delilah chained up as ordered,” Jaz told him. “They’re taking her to the house.”

“Good,” he said without enthusiasm, as he was still trying to sniff out what he could feel but not see. “Let’s wrap up everything here, no traces.”

Jaz ordered the rest of the team to clean up, while he walked towards the bathroom Emma had apparently been in last.

He illuminated it with the torchlight. Emma was safe with Riley, and he would be with her within the hour. Only the thought gave him a slight ick. An ick he could not totally put aside. Maybe it was because of the uncertainty regarding the consequences after what had happened between them. Or maybe it was because of that kiss in Anson’s, and now having Emma alone with Riley, part of him feared it would happen again. That part could probably kill Riley if it happened. And she knew that. But Riley was one of the best extraction specialists and tracers he had known. He could not spare her, and maybe she knew that too.

“Let’s get outta here, I wanna track them so it all goes as planned with the rest,” he said to Jaz.

“They took out the frequency jammers.” 

“They did? When?” he asked, because it was somehow highly unlikely.

“I don’t know, systems are up and running,” she said with a glance at her phone.

Without hesitation, he took out his phone and called Riley. It rang once.

His glance wandered over the wall next to the toilet, where a nail was sticking out.

It rang twice. He stepped into the bathroom properly and glanced at the nail in the wall.

It rang a third time.

Answer, Riley. Why aren’t you answering?

And just when he wanted to freak out, the answer came.

“Hello, Deis.”

Emma.

Her voice sounded different. Normally, he would’ve let himself be consumed by it. Only her tone told him something was off, and his inner voice told him to be careful.

“You sound different,” he said.

“Do I?” she asked with a derogatory scoff.

“What is wrong, Em?” He tried for some fake diplomacy to get more information.

“Oh, many things, Deis, many things. Maybe you want to start by telling me the truth?” she questioned with a dangerous voice.

“Ma belle, whatever Delilah told you, none of it is true. She is a pathological liar; she is using you.” But she interrupted him.

“I asked you a question, Deis, that is not the answer to my question. Stop deflecting.”

He knew she meant business. It was a game he could easily play with her.

“You know, dearest, I wonder how you got out of there.” It was the first test to see how much business she meant. He waited through the short silence. Giving Jaz a signal with his hand and mouthing to trace the call.

“The time for games is over, Deis. Here’s the thing: you clearly want something from me, and somehow, you managed to use me to get to it, but I am so fucking done with it. So, here’s what we are going to do. You will not follow me, you will leave me the fuck alone. You can take your fancy billionaire ass with all your great quotes of fucking horseshit and piss off, do you understand?”

Oh, ma belle, I love it when you are angry and mean it. It is truly glorious. And then he did what he did best. Not answering her questions, because he could see what she couldn’t.

“You can’t protect yourself from love, ma belle,” he said silently. “Love will shatter your walls to the ground. The only thing you can do is to allow yourself to feel every last bit of it and ride its waves to dawn.”

Her silence told him he was more than right.

“You are scared, I get it, that’s why you drove me out,” he added.

“I am not scared,” she shot at him sharply.

“Yes, you are. You are scared of being used, of being betrayed, of not seeing, of getting lost in our connection, so you run,” he told her and added, “like prey.”

To his surprise, she laughed. It was a derogatory laugh of incredulity.

“See, Deis, this is where you are wrong,” she finally said in a calm voice. “I told you before, I am no prey.”

“Yet, you are running.”

“No, I am not,” she said with a derisive chuckle and then said ever so silently, “I am one step ahead.”

There it was again, the pinch in his stomach, telling him there was something about her he did not know, because in the end, he was just as scared of betrayal as she was. Not that he would ever tell her any of it.

“What makes you think you are?” he tried to tease her, but she, apparently, took a page out of his book.

“You know, love does not manipulate, yet here you are,” she said.

“Love always manipulates, it’s in its nature.”

“Is it? Because I don’t think you are grasping what I am saying. You killed the person who held the answers I was looking for. You always only gave me half-truths, you lied, and kept things from me. You clearly don’t have the capacity to do a single act of love, let alone carry out what it means to love. And I am so fucking done with it,” she said in a tone that told him undeniably how served up she was. But to him, there was only a single way out. One way to get back in control.

“That is why I never used the word,” he replied.

The silence on her end told him it had been one thing too much. Maybe he had pushed her too far. But he would not let her. Control, fucking control.

“I don’t think you want me,” she then said very darkly and added after a pause of painful silence in which everything in him sank, “I saw it, Deis. I saw.”

His stomach clenched with her last words. Saw what? Me?

And as he didn’t answer, she continued, “See, you already know, you don’t even contradict me. You are fucking afraid of yourself. That’s why you went after me. Because you fucking run from your own feelings. You don’t want me. You just want the feeling, the rush I give you. And you want whatever else you need to get to your fucking secret.”

Her words sank into his mind, and he had to close his eyes. Because she was right. He was afraid of himself. She had probably seen through it from day one. And that was the reason he had to control her. Only she wasn’t one to control. She was like a hurricane on the horizon, impossible to tame, and the only thing he could do was to protect himself. Barricade the house and survive in the basement.

He had no more words to give her. Everything he’d say or not say would give her more food, more control over him.

And he’d never, ever, give up control.

And she knew it.

All of it.

“Honesty above all, Deis. Honesty above all,” she whispered and hung up.

Her last words resounded in his ear as fear overwhelmed him and transformed into anger, chewing on his insides like a swarm of piranhas.

He couldn’t even blame Delilah anymore. Yes, it had been Delilah’s work of seeding mistrust in Emma, but Emma already knew. Would it have gotten that bad without Delilah, though? Probably not. So, the only way to regain control was by making Delilah pay for all of it. It had started with her, and it would end with her.

Just thinking of it let relief widen his chest, and he became aware again of his surroundings.

“Did you get a trace on her?” he rounded on Jaz.

“Yeah, she is driving, I’m tracking her,” she answered. “Am I right to assume Emma is served up?”

He only growled at her. There was simply no need to put the finger in the wounds.

“We told you she’d find out one day…”

“Shut it,” he hissed. “I don’t think she knows all of it. She suspects, but I believe it’s more about Riley than everything else.”

Jaz only looked at him with a drawn-up eyebrow.

“Let’s get to the house. Delilah will pay for this.”

On their way to the house, Sam called.

“What’s it, Sam?” he asked.

“There’s something not adding up.”

Internally, he groaned. Because as of late, nothing was adding up. It was all a mess, a crazy, shitty, out-of-control mess. And he longed for control.

“What’s it this time?”

“We got the trace on Riley’s car. The only thing is that the car they were supposed to use is still parked at the spot where we placed it.”

Silence. Jaz just glanced at him quickly, an eyebrow raised.

“How did Emma get away?” he asked Sam, trying to calm his voice.

“I cannot tell you.”

The moment Sam had said it, more anger burned through his body. Anger inflamed his chest like hellfire and made his head feel like exploding. They had one, one fucking job. Get Emma out, track her, keep her safe.

“You are kidding me?” he hissed through gritted teeth.

“The cameras were jammed by Delilah’s team. I have no feed from any nearby CCTV. They’re limited in the nothingness of nowhere, and those picked up, I could not find a trace,” told Sam him. “Jaz, maybe you might have some ideas, but we are stuck.”

Deis roared, “Are you all too stupid to do your fucking jobs? We fucking had her, we had her! We went through all that for what? Lose her between the fifty yards from the facility to the car?”

“Wait before you rage, Deis.” Jaz stopped the car and took out her laptop, doing some of the shit he had no idea about on it. “We have the dead bodies of not only the entire Beta Team but also Alpha Two.”

Silence again.

“Riley,” he finally whispered as his mind pointed out every possible horror scenario following this piece of information.

“Yes,” Jaz sighed.

“Does she have any connection to Delilah?”

“I am not aware of any, nor can I find one.”

“If there is one, we’ll know soon; otherwise, we have another player in the game,” he said more to himself than anyone else.
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When they arrived at the house, everything was quiet. Usually, it was good, but for what he had in mind, a little buzz would have been good, even if the basement was sealed shut and deep underground. Jaz parked the car, adding one more to the very suspicious amount of black SUVs parked in front of the house.

“We should have chosen different cars,” he said more to himself than Jaz.

“Doesn’t matter now. The neighbors usually mind their own business. The houses to the left and right are not inhabited, that’s why Sam chose it.”

Her words were meant to calm him down, but the last thing he needed was the police turning up due to suspicious neighbors.

“I think we should move Delilah asap, somewhere off the grid, to an abandoned warehouse or something. Especially as Riley knows the address.”

“Agreed. But you know who Riley is. She’ll find us eventually. Remember Ibiza and the aftermath?”

“How could I forget, Deis,” answered Jaz knowingly.

Betrayal. Fucking betrayal. The woman he knew was hard to tame from the moment he met her in Ibiza.

And then, just by thinking about Ibiza, something clicked. And he gasped out loud. Something that didn’t happen often, but in this case was totally appropriate.

“What is it?” asked Jaz urgently, staring at him.

“Jaz. Ibiza! Riley. The emblem. New York. The aftermath.”

“Ramesès,” she whispered, stopped, and stared at him with wide eyes.

Goosebumps of epic proportions spread over his entire skin. He finally made the connection. Riley had been working for them the entire time. She had waited for him to get Emma, and now she had taken her. The organization that had no face, no members, and no traces, except for an emblem and a trail of missing, probably dead bodies.

Fuck. And now they had Emma.

When they stepped outside the car, he glanced around. Everything was quiet. Very quiet. He stared for a moment at the house to the left of Number 42, where his gaze wandered up to the roof.  He knew where everyone was positioned; he could see the sniper hiding in the dark. For everyone else, he might just be looking at the night sky.

“Deis, can we, for just one second, assume she is on our side?” asked Jaz, but he did not answer. He knew of their connection, but he was one hundred percent sure Riley had betrayed them.

“We’re gonna see her coming,” he said dryly and let his eyes wander over to the other side of the street. There was an old truck parked on the corner that drew his attention. Just then, a car passed, illuminating the driver’s seat, which confirmed that it was empty and made him relax.

They entered the house without another word. The front door opened for them, as the team had monitored the arrival. He did not greet them, not even with a nod. He was annoyed and pissed and not in the mood for anything other than killing.

When he entered the basement, the floorboards creaked under his feet. The smell running up his nose triggered his inner hunter immediately. Blood, sweat, and the distinct smell of fear.

Delilah sat on a stool, fixed onto it with ropes, and blood ran down the right side of her face. One eye was swollen, and a massive cut went down her leg; her pants were ripped apart from it. Her head hung back, and she was unconscious. In her arm was an IV.

“What happened?” he asked.

“She woke up from the first dose and went completely berserk. Took three of us and a dose of benzodiazepine that could knock out an elephant,” answered Greg.

“Huh,” he said. “Get her back to consciousness then.”

“We could just wait as the side effects can be⁠—”

“No, we can’t. Give me some of the flumazenil; I need her conscious now. I need answers,” he barked at Greg. The last thing he needed was anyone telling him what to do right now.

Greg handed him a syringe, which he put in Delilah’s IV immediately. Deis did not care what it would do to Delilah. She was about to die anyway. Preferably while Richard was watching and with a lot of pain, but not even that was a requirement as of now. The only thing he needed first was the ring. His mother’s ring. The one his family was killed for.

It took Delilah roughly five minutes to regain consciousness. Five minutes that felt like hours, if not days. They really must have knocked her out.

A deep groan left her as she moved her head up.

“Wake up, bitch.” And with it, he kicked her visibly hurt leg. “It’s time for payment.”

Delilah, however, who was not even fully conscious, began to laugh. It was a derogatory, pretentious laugh that just poured oil into the fire burning in him already.

He went for her throat and squeezed it hard with his powerful and practiced hand. He bent down and whispered darkly in her ear, “You believe you are above everyone. You destroy, you murder, you are a lying piece of shit, and if you believe you will see another day on this earth, you are delusional.”

“Oh Deis, I not only believe. I know, for sure,” croaked Delilah.

“And what makes you think that?” he asked with the same dark whisper. Delilah moved her head slightly toward him as her bloody side touched his cheek. And with the last of her powers, she whispered into his ear, “Go fuck yourself, bastard.”

Her words trailed into his ears, and there was this part in him, roaring to just snap her neck. That part simply wanted to silence her. Right here, right now. But to the rest of him, it would not suffice. He had sworn to himself to keep the impulses in check. Only control slipped. He pushed himself off her, staring at the excuse of a person swaying in front of him.

“Give me one good reason not to bury you alive,” he said while trying to keep the anger in his voice in check.

Delilah’s laugh resounded through the basement once more, and then his raging impulse took over. Within the fraction of a second, his hand wandered to the holster on his back, he pulled the gun and shot her, without another thought, into the thigh.

The echoing of the shot, accompanied by her scream, ripped through the silence.

“Try again, maybe a straight answer now,” he told her, as blood streamed from her leg. Not life-threatening, as the shot was on the side, evading the femoral. Delilah breathed heavily through gritted teeth.

“The ring, for starters,” she said between her gasps of pain.

“You know your father ordered his lapdog to kill my entire family for it? It was he who shot me three times in the chest, as a child. A child, Delilah. He killed my brother. And my mother. You took Emma away from me. Do you truly believe you’ll walk out alive?”

It was good to speak it out loud. Finally, after all those years of accusing her, to make her pay for it now.

“I do,” breathed Delilah out.

“And what in all the delusions of this world makes you think that?” he asked her derogatorily.

“My father, Deis, my father. Not I.”

“You are the face of his campaigns and the executer of the evil; you are part of it.”

“Yes, I am. But it wasn’t my free will,” she said silently, her voice shaking.

“I couldn’t give more fucks, don’t tell me there wouldn’t have been a way to get away from him,” he said with a dismissive tone. Her argumentation made him angry, as if she couldn’t have vanished with the resources she had. He was on the verge of shooting her other leg, but what she said next, however, made him freeze to the spot.

“You were the reason,” she said so silently, closing her eyes.

Goosebumps spread on his arms, accompanied by a lump building in his chest. It brought a heaviness with it that consumed his being for just a moment. He could not comprehend it.

“How?” he finally asked, more breathing the question out than saying it. Because deep down, he already knew the answer. Deep down, he had already understood, and he hated everything about it.

“You were powerful. You had resources. You had authority. I had it all planned, and then, I learned the truth.” Her body was now shaking uncontrollably in waves, probably as a withdrawal effect from the flumazenil. And while he watched her, his mind raced.

She wanted out. If that were true, she would be the one who needed protection by the only code he lived by. But she is Richard’s daughter. And she had to die. Eye for an eye. Richard killed my mother and my brother; it is what it is.

“Yet, you are his daughter. Your death was sealed the day Richard’s dog killed my mother and brother.” With it, he held the gun to her head. He was so done with listening to the sad story that she might make up to get out of here.

Delilah groaned and shook heavily before she spoke. “If that is your reason,” she said so quietly, “You’d have to kill Emma, too.”

Wait. What?

The silence lay heavy in the room, so heavy that a needle could be heard falling onto the stone floor. He could feel every pair of eyes staring at them. It was Delilah who spoke again. Her tone was calm and yet aroused, revealing the secret he did not know. In his chest, even before the first word came over her lips, he already knew what she was about to say. He felt it deep in him as a frightening heaviness accompanied by a burning sensation, like he had swallowed acid.

“Yes, Deis, you heard right. Your dear Emma. Because she is my sister.”
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PLAYLIST: TROUBLE DON’T – AG, REY


Okay, think.

One step ahead.

You know where they were supposed to head.

He will have a trace on me.

I need a cover. And money. And a burner.

And I have to get rid of the phone.

So, without thinking, she chucked it out of the window into the driveway of a passing house, along with Robert’s phone. Better not leave any traces.

The only good thing coming of being where she was was her knowledge of the region. She knew every last yard of it by heart. The neighbourhood she so despised, but was forced to roam in the scarcity of anything else to do. She knew which roads to take to go unnoticed and which buildings had cameras.

She went to a gas station several miles away, got herself a burner with the remaining money from Riley’s pocket, and then went back to the car.

What the hell am I doing here?

I need to get my power back.

I need my life back.

There she sat, in an old truck in a random, almost empty parking lot in her hated home state, without money and a stolen credit card she could not use anymore, trying to get away from the man she thought would be ‘the one’ but turned out to be a liar and betrayed her just like everyone else.

Stupid, stupid decisions.

She decided not to turn on the burner right now but would use it later, just in case Jaz was able to track it somehow. She also decided running was not an option, but observing was. Being one step ahead – that was the only possible way.

So, she drove away and decided to go to the address Riley had given her and then watch and observe. It was not far from here, roughly fifty miles. She had checked the address before throwing out Riley’s phone, and as there was only one road that led to Eagle River, she could not miss it.

When she crossed the sign announcing her arrival in Eagle River, her heart began to race. She turned onto Walnut Street and drove past the address Riley had given her, but everything was quiet at Number 42. Maybe they hadn’t arrived yet, she thought.

The house was typical for the area, nothing special. She pulled into the crossing street, turned, and parked the car on the corner where she had a thirty-yard distance between herself and the house. She climbed into the back of the truck, where the windows had privacy foil on, and stared at the house. 

Gods, what am I doing? It is dark, but the sun will rise soon, and then what? Where am I supposed to go? What am I supposed to do?

Two black SUVs came to a halt in front of the house. People got out. She could see Delilah being taken inside, and not without a fight. A hardcore one. Damn, girl, she was badass.

One of the men grabbed Delilah, and then she went lifeless. Shit.

Her mind raced, trying to find a way out of the situation she had gotten herself into. What should she do?

And while her mind raced and raced, she got very, very tired. Not only her mind, but her entire body, too. And there it was again, the pain. Pain in her limbs, her joints, and her skin. Her neck burned; her head pulsated. And she really tried to stay awake. She had to.

Until she couldn’t.

Just for five minutes, she told herself. A quick nap to regenerate and focus.

Suddenly, a gun fired next to her head. She shot up, only to hit her head on the back of the truck seat. Her heart raced. Her head pulsated. Focusing her senses, she tried to orient herself.

Truck.

Fuck.

I fell asleep.

Dream.

Fucking dream.

It was only then that she heard someone knock silently on the window to her left. Her heart plummeted into nothingness. She stared at the figure in the dark that she could not recognize due to the scarcity of light, but it was surely not Deis, because the person was a lot taller.

With her racing heart and mind, she weighed up her options. If it were someone from Deis’s people, she had no way out. If it were someone else, well, she had no way out either. So, her very sweaty hand closed around the window crank to open it just a tiny bit.

“Who are you?” she asked, her voice slightly croaky.

The hooded figure pulled back its hood, just enough so half its face was revealed. And what she recognized in the darkness gave her a jolt in the stomach. There he stood, the man whose official death certificate she had seen, staring at her. Fear tried to overwhelm her for just a second, but then her mind set in.

Delilah got the information she had from him. He paid for Marie’s storage.

He knows stuff.

And right now, it was about knowing. She wanted the truth, and then she wanted peace and quiet. Maybe. So, she opened the door.

Denny Dumont leaned into the truck and looked left towards the driver’s seat. He then pulled up the locking pin, closed the back door silently, opened the driver’s seat door, and got in.

“What are you doing?” she asked, becoming aware that she might have made a great mistake.

“We need to get some distance between us and the sniper over there to talk,” he told her with a very light French accent.

“Sniper?”

“Yes, sniper, on top of the house,” he said coldly.

When he started the old truck’s motor, it roared through the silent night and would draw all the attention to them.

“Might notice us even more now,” she said dryly.

“They won’t. I am just a neighbor leaving for work,” answered Denny. “So, duck down. Just in case.”

“Yeah, for three seconds maybe, wait till his people run the CCTVs,” she replied, but did as she was told.

“They can, yes, and they will see exactly what I want them to see. In this case, I am a neighbor leaving for his morning shift as a nurse.”

But how? How was it all possible? How was he able to evade security? Questions flooded her mind, but she did not dare to ask them, as she lay there squeezed down in a stolen truck with a man who God only knew.

Denny took two turns before he was back on the main road. It was then that she decided it was safe to sit up again.

“How are you here?” she asked. It was the first question that came to her mind. “You were supposed to be dead.”

“I am dead. Officially,” was his short answer.

“Yeah, but dead people don’t drive cars. So, what the hell is going on? And please cut the bullshit, I’m done with that. I want answers. I want the truth.”

“Truth is a very flexible term,” he began to her annoyance. She couldn’t help but let a groan leave her mouth.

“We all have our own truths,” continued Denny, unimpressed by her audible resignation, “based on the perspective we have. But if you want answers, you must ask questions.”

He talked to her like a reprimanding father, explaining to a toddler not to eat dung, and she hated it. Aversion rose in her, and all she wanted was to get him out of the car. But as that was not an option, she might as well roll with it.

“Fine,” she said. “Who are you? And by who, I mean not your name, but the role you play. What are you up to? What is The Secret? What’s your connection with it? And Marie’s? What is her connection with you? How did you find me? What do you know about Deis?”

Denny huffed slightly and took a moment before he answered. He pulled the truck over and brought it to a halt on a side street in the middle of nowhere. At least there were no cameras anywhere.

“I cannot answer everything right now, because we have no time, but I will. Soon. We have to get your sister out of Deis’ hands, because I believe he will not have any control. She knows some things, and I hope it is enough to keep her alive. But the only one who can get her out is you.”

“Me?”

“Yes, you. Because Deis, whatever his flaws are, is truly, madly in love with you.”

“He can take his fake love and shove it up his ass,” she told Denny, slightly pissed and very much annoyed.

“Uh-huh,” he said. And as he didn’t say anything else, she got even more pissed. All those men and people in her life were all the same. Half-truths, manipulations, wanting something from her, knowing stuff but not sharing–I am so fucking done!!

“Come,” he then said, and stepped out of the truck. She just stared at him, perplexed. A night stroll with a man she did not know anything about, except that he was a hitman and the best friend of her fake father? Surely not.

As she did not step outside, he had meanwhile walked around the truck and opened the door. She only then realized they were at the entrance to a graveyard.

“There is something you have to see.”

She hesitated. “What gives me reassurance you won’t, I don’t know, kill me and bury me here?”

“If I wanted to do that, you would have been dead on the day of your birth and pretty much every day ever since,” he said with a slightly annoyed tone.

“Wonderful,” she groaned, but nonetheless opted in to follow him. Curiosity and the cat, it was once again.

Denny opened the gate to the graveyard; its squeaking noise resounded through the night and made the situation even scarier. She was not one for horror movies but a true crime gal, and hell, did she regret listening to them right now. In her mind, movies played out visually all that could happen to her.

They walked quite a while through the darkness, only illuminated by the fading moonlight. On the horizon, just above the many trees, she could see a small strip of light, telling her that the night would soon become day. Under their feet, the stony path crushed loudly with each of their steps. An owl hooted not far from them. The air was so clear, filled with the scent of moss and trees. In other words, the perfect scenery for a murder.

Denny then took a turn and came to a halt in front of a simple gravestone. Moss and grease had grown on the stone, and it was hard to read the engraving. Denny had taken out a torch and lit it, and it read:

Joséphine Dumont

*4.6.1981 †4.2.1996

Little Jo Dumont

†4.2.1996

“My birthday,” she whispered to herself, frozen to the spot as she stared at the day of death. Goosebumps spread on her arms and entire body. It simply couldn’t be a coincidence. Little Jo.

1981. 1996. Fifteen years.

And then Delilah’s words resounded in her head. “To dispose of a pregnant fourteen-year-old girl Richard raped many, many times.”

Fourteen years. Nine months pregnant.

“My mother,” she whispered again.

“Yes, Emma. Joséphine was your mother. Your real mother, which makes me your grandfather.”

There she stood, in the middle of nowhere, somewhere in Wisconsin, in an old graveyard, meeting a grandfather and a dead mother she did not know she had. A mother Richard DeBarra had raped.

And that should do something to her, right? She should feel something, freak out, lash out, act out of disbelief, maybe there even should be some joy to meet her birth family. Only there was nothing. There were no more emotions left to feel. No more tears to cry. No more anything.

When she spoke, she did not even recognize her own voice. It was cold, like ice. “But how did I end up with Marie and Derrick? Why did you disappear?” she asked so matter-of-factly.

Denny breathed deep before he answered, “I started working for Richard in August 1971. I was twenty back then, not much older than he was. His father, Richard Senior, had built an empire with the sole reason to become the most powerful and influential person on the entire planet.”

Sounds like the junior, now a senior himself, too, she thought.

“The first kill I made for Richard was his own father. I had been brought in to remove what was in the way, to engineer what needed fixing, and to vanish what needed to be kept a secret. What is more important to the story is that I am not just anyone. Both of the DeBarras would never have trusted just anyone with their secrets. My full name is Daniel Alexandre Dumont, and I come from an old French dynasty, one like the LeBlancs and the DeBarras.”

Okay, this is getting seriously interesting. LeBlanc. Èlyas LeBlanc.

History had never been her thing. She hated dates, and she hated the past. But this? This was something not found in a boring history book, which made it exciting.

He continued, “It happened to be that my sister Emily married Richard DeBarra Sr. That is the connection of how he came to trust me, because I have been family ever since. I was a second son to him. And although officially, I worked for the DeBarras’s, my agenda has always been a very different one. My agenda was the one I was ordered to do by blood, and by blood only.”

The way he said it, a shudder ran down her spine. Every hair on her body stood up because whatever would come next would be worse. She did not dare interrupt him. Her mind was occupied with carefully organizing all the new information in its designated spaces until she was able to fully process what she had heard.

“Joséphine,” and Denny took such a deep breath before he spoke again, “sadly got in the middle of it all.”

It took him quite a moment before he continued. He stared at the grave, and she could sense the heaviness that still lay in his shoulders.

“There was a day in 1993, when Richard Jr. ordered me to his mansion in Brittany. I could sense something was going on, but I did not know exactly what it was. It was only later that I found out it was the day he had killed my sister. Not long after, Joséphine disappeared.” He made a sudden movement with his head, as if he wanted to get rid of a fly, which made her realize they were still in the graveyard. She had completely forgotten where they stood, consumed as she was by hearing the rest of the story.

“We searched everywhere.”

“Who is we?” she asked as her heart began to pound faster.

“Marie and I,” he said. “Because Marie is Joséphine’s mother, your grandmother. That is how you ended up with her.”

“I-what?” she just stammered. Too much information. Too much she could not cope with it all.

I must push it away. This is all too much. I can’t. I can’t. I can’t.

She stared at Denny. And stared. And stared. He did not see the hurricane that wreaked havoc in her, pulling her into the wild and destructive spiral of internal turmoil. On the outside, she was calm and quiet; on the inside, she was drowning and burning alive at the same time.

She took two steps backward, away from Denny. He now recognized something was not right. “Emma.”

But Emma was not there anymore. She was everything, nothing, anything, but Emma. It was not only what she had learned about her story, but the dots connecting it all. Why Deis came into her life, and why he wanted her so badly. Not because of her being, but because of her blood, because of her heritage. Because she was a Dumont. And a DeBarra. By blood.

This is not me.

It can’t be me.

I can’t be part of it all.

I…I have to get out, get somewhere.

I need air.

I need to breathe.

And the world around her became very far away. Denny, in front of her, could have stood a million miles away. As her chest heaved up and down, fast, faster, and even faster, she tried to focus her mind, tried to hold onto her physical existence in this world, but she could not. That huge part of her did not want to be here anymore.

So, she just gave in. She let go. Let go of the will to control the panic. Let go of the dimensions she resided in. Let go of her collapsing heartbeat. And lightning danced in front of her eyes, before there was darkness overwhelming her as everything went blissfully blank.

Finally.
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: BELIEVER – SYBRID, PLEXXAGLASS


“Wake up, sleepyhead,” trailed a female voice in her ear. And while she just wanted to stay in the blissful ignorance of reality, her mind went from zero to two hundred miles per hour when she realized who the voice belonged to.

She jumped up, only to hit her head hard, really fucking hard.

“Fuck!” she cursed out while her eyes tried to catch up with getting up too fast. When they finally focused, she recognized she was in the backseat of the truck, and to her absolute annoyance, she stared into Riley’s eyes.

No fucking way.

Glancing to the front seat, Denny was driving. Somewhere God knows where.

“What the hell are you doing here?” she asked Riley while running her fingers over her throbbing head.

“Told you I’d see you soon again,” said Ri, smiling smugly.

It all made no sense. Riley worked for Deis, but now she was with Denny?

Why? How? What the fuck am I missing?

She was so angry and confused that no words came out of her mouth; she only stared at Ri..

“Emma,” said Denny, “Riley is a double agent. She’s from our side; we infiltrated Deis’ circle.”

Everything streamed back to her racing mind. What Denny had told her. Her mother’s grave. Deis. Delilah. Marie.

Are you all fucking kidding me? Who am I to trust nowadays?

Apparently, no one. Her mind tried to wrap itself around everything, and it was all too much.

Unable to formulate a proper question, she asked the only thing that came to her lips. “We? Who’s we?”

Denny did not answer immediately. He glanced into the rearview mirror, their eyes met just for a second, and the look he gave her was so intense it told her enough to say she had exactly the right question.

“Marie and I,” he finally said, his eyes flashing once again intensely at her. And it almost made her think he could not tell her because of Riley. Or maybe she just imagined it, and it was all another lie and deflection technique of keeping her in the dark, like everyone lately.

“Huh,” she said, making a mental note to revisit the topic later, but then added, “You and Marie.”

And after a pause when Denny did not elaborate on anything, she added, “Marie is supposed to be in her home, not recognizing me.”

“Well, sorry for that part. But it was the only way to keep you safe.”

“Sorry for what part?” she asked sharply.

“Marie never had Alzheimer’s. It was a façade to keep you out of the danger zone.”

What the hell. So Delilah was right.

“Are you kidding me?”

“Not in the slightest.”

“But–how–?”

“Emma, everything you know about her is a curated role she stepped into to keep you safe from your own father.”

“He’s not my father. He’s a rapist who forced his sperm onto a young girl.”

“That he sure is. Still, he is your blood, and he wanted you dead, just like Joséphine. And for all he knows, you both are. If someone were to dig up Joséphine’s grave, they would find her desecrated body lying there with her daughter, who was never officially born.” Denny’s voice was heavy; he seemed to still be in pain, and who wouldn't be?

“But how?” she asked.

“We faked it. That baby is someone else’s stillborn baby. Joséphine killed herself after giving birth to you.” Denny breathed in heavily before he continued, “And Marie took you, because no one knew she was Joséphine’s mother. Officially, she was married to Derrick; no one knew who she really was or the connection to me.”

“But what is your connection? You fucked? Did you have an affair?” she asked, feeling that she was touching a topic that held all the answers.

“You are quite sharp, Emma,” he said with an audible, proud smirk in his voice. “My connection to Marie is of many natures, but most of all, out of love and loyalty.”

Wait a moment.

“So, you loved her, you had what, some pact with her? So you gave me to her and that bastard rapist monster called Derrick?”

“We had an assignment, so yes, we did what we had to do.”

“Pfff,” she scoffed, unsatisfied.

It was then that he added, “And yes, I loved her, still do.” His voice was softer now and contained sadness. But when he spoke his next words, it was heavy and clear again. “About Derrick, however, you are wrong. Derrick was many things, violent, yes, but never to you.”

In her anger whirled up like a hurricane.

“Because you’d know what he did to me.” She gritted her teeth, her jaw clenching from the anger. How dare he?

But when Denny spoke, it was without concern. With a calm sadness, leaving nothing to question that he was very sure of what he was saying. “I do know. Because I know what Deis made you believe.”

Coldness ran down her spine. A coldness so icy she might just have been dropped into ice water at the North Pole. It wasn’t coldness from the shock of hearing it, but knowing she was right. She didn’t question Denny’s words for a second. She had known before, somewhere deep down, and she had the confirmation. Deis had given her the folder with all the information on Derrick, the photos, the reports, and the doctor’s files.

“The folder,” she breathed out.

“The folder,” sighed Denny, “was a lie. Engineered because he wanted you to remove Derrick. He instrumentalized you. Derrick was many bad things, but with you, he wasn’t. Absent, yes, but never abusive. Deis is a master of his arts; he manipulates people as a profession.”

Somehow, she already knew the answer.

She had suspected, no, she had known it from the very first moment when she was entirely honest with herself. But she had lied to herself. Because somehow along the way, it was not her mind that was involved with him, but her stupid, stupid heart.

“I know he does,” she finally said after a pause. And although there was all this anger, aside from all she had learned about him, she already knew. She knew he was dangerous. She knew he was a liar. A manipulator.

“Emma,” said her grandfather gently. “Deis needed you to grow into what you have become to get what he desired most; and in the process, he fell for you.”

What? she asked in her mind as she tried to wrap her head around what Denny had just said.

“And that’s supposed to validate what he did?”

“No. I’ve simply given you all the information. He saw who you are without knowing who you were. None of what he did is right, but you would not be here today if he hadn’t.”

She sensed anger growing in her stomach, slowly making its way up to her chest and infiltrating her system with the emotion that would burn down the world one day.  

Somehow, everything around her became quiet. She had to think. She had to sort her thoughts. Help her mind catch up with everything. Everyone wanted something from her. And everyone kept stuff from her. It was as if she was pushed from one to another, never getting the whole story, never knowing where she stood and who she truly was. Not in the sense of knowing where she came from, but between all the mess, who was she?

Yes, she was the daughter of a megalomaniac psychopath and a dead, raped mother. But that was not her. There was the Emma who she believed to be up until a few months ago, the Emma who was supposed to marry Chris and work at the bar. But that Emma was not real either. She was a mess, a being that was non-existent, a role, a façade. If her memories were not true, what was then?

Suddenly, a deep understanding rushed through her, and when it did, she closed her eyes. Because with the understanding, she disconnected. Disconnected from herself. From the roles. From whatever she told herself. And in her, an emptiness of darkness spread from her heart into all her limbs. There was no more emotion, no more dread or fear. Her mind was now entirely sharp, and she was so fucking done with all of it. It was time to get her power back.

“Stop the truck,” she demanded in a tone not usually hers. Denny seemed to have recognized it, too, as his eyes flashed into the rearview mirror again.

A palm touched her left arm. She realized she had forgotten Riley was next to her, caught up in her discussion with Denny.

“Emma, it is a lot,” she began.

The fuck it was a lot. It was clear what had to be done, and she would not let herself be stopped.

“I said,” her voice now very dark, “stop the truck.” And with it, she took the gun from her waistband and held it directly to Denny’s head.

“I said stop the truck, now!” she roared.

Denny shot a glance at her, but she did not care anymore. There was only so much a person could handle.

Denny brought the truck to a halt, and she opened the door immediately, got out, and pointed the gun into the car. The air outside was not clear anymore, but wet and heavy, lingering like a shadow of raindrops on her skin and lungs. She had no fucking idea where they were, and right now, she did not care. Not about any consequence, not about how things would play out, not about fucking anything. She had experienced the very same once before. Only a single time. And that was the night she had killed Derrick.

“Get out of the damn truck, both of you. Leave the keys in and the motor on,” she said harshly.

Denny did not move. He just silently sat there, totally unconcerned. And then there was Riley, who had her head slightly tilted, her eyes firing not fear or concern at her, but something that shouted a single thing: a longing, fiery lust. And right this moment, she wanted nothing more than to hit that very look from Riley’s face. Because it told her one thing: not being taken seriously.

“You think I’m not serious?” she sneered.

“No, I don’t,” said Riley. “Because whatever you do, wherever you go, you can’t outrun your destiny, love.”

Anger was the only thing keeping her rooted to the physical being she was, but right now, she felt as if a bomb was about to implode in her body. Something just snapped.

The fuck with destiny and whatever. Have you all lost your minds?

A loud bang resounded through the night as she fired a shot. It rushed past Riley’s window, went straight through the window behind her, and shattered it.

“Got the memo now?” she said darkly. “Now, get the fuck out of that truck.”

Riley stared at her, her upper lip slightly pursed, as her mouth twitched into a smirk.

Denny, to her absolute annoyance, still didn’t move. But Ri did. She climbed towards her and stepped out of the car. When Riley drew herself up, she pressed her chest purposefully against the gun.

With one hand, Riley brushed her blonde mullet cut hair back, and goddammit, it was sexy seeing her be absolutely unafraid of her.

“Come on, Em, shoot me if you mean it,” whispered Riley, now looking directly and very intensely at her with those beautiful eyes she could get lost in forever. “But let’s be clear about one thing. I could easily take your gun right now. I could have killed you, taken you, vanished you–years ago.”

Damn. Stop being so fucking hot and bossy.

“Yet, I didn’t. We didn’t,” continued Riley, now brushing with her hand over her arm and moving the gun from her chest with a soft, slow push. And she just let it happen. Unable to focus her mind, because Riley had bitten her lip, and–what the hell is wrong with me? Focus on your shit!

“Instead,” continued Riley, “we watched, we waited, because you are essential. You are the key, Emma. So, get back in the truck and stop the bullshit.”

It was the last sentence that pushed her over the border again.

So, she lifted the gun again and pressed it back into Ri’s chest. Her voice was still very different and so dark that it almost scared her. Almost, because somehow she didn’t feel much anymore, except desire.

Only desire had no room anymore.

“I am not your puppet,” she said so darkly that it came out as a whisper.

Her voice had become dangerous like a growling dog, but she did not care. She did not care about any fucking thing anymore. She took a step back, glanced at the gun, glanced at Ri, glanced over to Denny, and then shot the back tire.

“Follow me and both your heads will be that tire,” she said before she grabbed the burner from the back of the car, turned, and walked away.

Not without noticing the smirk running over Ri’s face
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DEIS
PLAYLIST: HAUNTED - ADONA


He could not tell how many minutes had passed until his mind was back in the house. Revisiting every single word, every single bit of information he had collected about Emma.

How could we have missed this essential part of the story?

Or was it a lie Delilah told to get herself out of the situation?

Am I being played?

But then, there had always been this voice that told me there was more to Emma than I knew. Was it that? But how? HOW?

A million questions arose in him, and when he hated something, it was not knowing, and there was only one way to find out the truth.

With one movement, his hand was around Delilah’s throat, harshly closing his fingers around it to the point where he could hear her rasping breath.

“You lying bitch,” he whispered darkly. “Every word you speak is a fucking lie.”

“It is not,” said Delilah with a broken voice. Her face began to swell from being choked, and he enjoyed everything about it. It was as if after all those years of planning and execution, the final treat had arrived. 

“Get me that bucket,” he called over his shoulder to Jaz, letting go of Delilah. “You got yourself some rounds until you tell the truth.”

Delilah gasped for air.

“I am not lying. Emma was born to a girl Richard raped, a 14-year-old girl, and then killed herself after giving birth. Derrick and Marie Richardson took Emma as their own to hide her true identity. It is not a lie, you couldn’t have known.”

Don’t let her manipulate you. She wants to weaken you, he told himself. She’s a professional liar. But then, there I had always sensed there was something more to Emma.

“How do you know then?” he asked her harshly.

“Denny Dumont. He was the girl’s father.”

Denny Dumont. The name that popped up again and again.

He saw the smug look in Delilah’s eyes because she had knowledge he didn’t.

At that moment, two members from the team brought a bucket of water and placed it behind the stool. He’d know it within the next quarter of an hour if she was telling the truth or not.

With one grasp, his hand was back on her throat, and he pushed her back with the stool until her hair touched the water's surface.

“Last chance to tell the truth,” he told her darkly while he bent down so near he could smell the rose oil on her skin.

“I already told the truth,” she whispered back.

And then he pushed her head into the water. He expected her to fight, to try to wiggle out of the water, only she didn’t. She kept totally calm and just held her breath.

Well, she won’t do so forever. There was this sweet spot when air became scarce, and the rational mind turns off and bodily functions take over, and hell, would he wait for that moment. It was going to be the moment where her body would fight for air and gasp. Water would fill her lungs, and the coughing would start, and just the second before she’d drown, he’d pull her out.

One minute.

Two minutes.

He would lie if he said he wasn’t impressed. But reaching the third minute, he felt it. He could feel her pulse on his hand, little twitches of her head. In him, everything was getting ready for the grand moment.

Only it did not come.

He felt her pulse weaken. It can’t be! No one has that amount of control!

But, to not risk her dying, he pulled her out just when her body started to become limp. He pushed her up so the chair was on all four legs again.

“Why wouldn’t you fight!” he cursed at her and hit her on her back while her head hung down to restart her system. She then coughed and swallowed in air.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” came over his lips, because to him it made absolutely no sense. She started to laugh. And the way she let the hair on his arms stand up. When she spoke, it was with a voice full of disdain, full of resentment, but also full of superiority.

“There is nothing you can do to me that my father hasn’t already.”

There is nothing I can do to her father hasn’t done? So, she didn’t fight because she had been waterboarded before. God knows how many times, if she has that much control.

Something in him sank, and he took a step back. And to his own despise, he knew he could not go through with his plan because he would never, ever break his code.

His code meant everything. His code was not only control, but what kept him in line.

He closed his eyes to think.

He had never seen an inch of Richard doing anything to Delilah. He believed her to be his precious little girl, the golden child. A belief that was the foundation of all his plans, but if Richard truly did abuse Delilah, and he could somehow sense she wasn’t bullshitting about it, it would mean everything. It would mean he had to get to Richard through something else. And it would mean he had to protect Delilah. Fuck.

“Why didn’t you ever say something?” he finally asked.

“Would you have believed me?” she weakly asked.

And she was right to do so, because no, he probably wouldn’t.

He took a step towards her, grasped her chin with one hand, and made her look him in his eyes. He could have been gentler, but then he could not let go of his rage entirely. Her mascara had watered up and now rimmed her eyes. Eyes that were so dark brown they now looked pitch black in the dim lights.

“Tell me what he did to you,” he requested while observing every single movement of her eyes and expression on her face.

She stared at him for a moment before she spoke. And for reasons he could not name, a slight shudder ran over his back when she did.

“Richard waterboarded me the first time by the age of three,” she began. “I was five when I first remembered how he touched me.” Her last words had been quiet. She twitched her head back to remove her jaw from his grip, and he let her.

Her gaze had become empty while she evaded his observation and now stared at the wall on the right. “The scar I told you I got from a riding accident? The night of my eleventh birthday, he was in a particularly foul mood, and I tried to run from him.”

“Fuck,” he whispered and turned round to walk a few steps, only to hit his fist into the wall to his right. Because for the first time, he saw a human worth protecting behind the façade of the strong, independent woman he despised. The pain in his fist pulsated sweetly into his arm.

“I knew something was off about it; the scar didn’t look like a riding accident,” he said without turning. 

She did not answer. And while he waited, he turned and leaned against the wall. Somehow, his body felt drained. Tired. Tired of everything. And he let himself sink to the ground. There he just sat and watched Delilah.

“What happened to your face, Deis?” she finally asked.

“The car. Richard. When he took Emma. It burned.” He had leniently pulled his knees up and rested his arms on them.

“Yeah, making people burn alive has always been his favorite,” said Delilah dryly. And then they remained silent. His mind, however, wasn’t. Here he was, his lifelong plan destroyed, all his schemes and cons, for almost nothing.

Well, not entirely nothing. Gamma is going down, but somehow Richard got out. It was then that a thought crossed his mind.

“Richard. Do you know how he got out?” he asked her.

“Jimmy Baker.”

Jimmy Baker? One of the biggest fish in the tank, and none other than the National Security Advisor to the President.

“You fucked with his son, Eden,” was the only thing coming out of his mouth.

“Not voluntarily.”

“Not?” he asked slightly incredulously. “Aren’t you all in for extracurricular activities in that department?” he scoffed. “I saw you in London.”

Her eyes flashed towards him, and now that he knew it, he somehow saw the resemblance to Emma. Not from the color of her eyes, but from how they both gazed. Behaved. Even the statue was somewhat similar. Or maybe he imagined it.

Emma. And just when his mind tried to wander off, Delilah interrupted him, “Richard, he made me. You know I’m all in for certain things, but they all involve women. Richard…he needed something on Eden to have something on Jimmy. He made it look like Eden raped me, though it was all play, to him at least.”

Fuck, he cursed in his mind.

“I saw you in London, too, Deis,” said Delilah silently.

She can’t have. No one could ever know.

Lies!

“Yeah, and what did you see?” he asked, trying to keep his voice controlled and calm.

“Your true nature.”

Can’t be. Can’t. Deflect. Get out of it. Change the topic.

“What role does Emma play in all of it? What does she know?” he questioned Delilah whilst observing her expressions closely.

“Denny didn’t give me the full story, and I can’t fully grasp her. She didn’t know a thing, but aside from her annoying existence, she is not stupid, she’s actually quite cunning, and I hate me for saying it, fun to be around.”

He had tilted his head slightly because, for some reason, Delilah’s words reflected what he always thought.

Or is Delilah simply telling me what I want to hear? Is she self-preserving? Asked the cautious voice in his mind.

There was only one way to find out, and with it, he stood up and walked over to her.

“I am going to remove the restraints. Don’t bullshit with me,” he said with a dark, growling undertone. She only nodded.

With a knife taken from his belt, he cut the ropes around her arms and legs, but as he still didn’t quite trust her, he was ready to be strangled and attacked.

Delilah simply stretched her arms and heaved herself up from the stool, visibly in pain from the shot leg. When she was up, he took a few steps back, just in case. He hadn’t forgotten the amount of benzodiazepine consumed and how feral she was. He was pretty sure a little gunshot wound wouldn’t keep her from trying to kill him.

“Relax, Deis, I’m not going to kill you, not right now at least.”

“Very relaxing,” he sneered back.

Delilah shrugged. “What do you expect after everything?”

“To give me your best shot when you do, because don’t be mistaken, you don’t have a fucking chance, and secondly, it gives me a reason to kill you then.” 

“Why not do it now?”

Annoyance spread through him. He knew she had kinks, and she was a persistent little minx, but none of it prepared him for her almost seeking the thrill of fighting for her life.

“You know, I might just do that if you annoy me any further,” he said with a hissing undertone. “You want me to go back to torturing you?”

“I just wonder,” she said, walking up to him not in her usual graciousness but with a slightly wobbly walk, “why it is you let me go, just like that?” Drawing herself up to him, she was impressive. Strong jawline, tall, glaring eyes.

He tilted his head and stared at her, because Delilah was much too powerful in her rhetoric to let him evade her questions. And he had no interest in being played with, anyway. His hand shot up to her throat, and he swung her round, pushing her hard into the wall. She gasped softly, but he could see in her eyes that it only turned her on. She was a sadist through and through.

He leaned in on her, very well knowing the effect it had on her. With his mouth, he trailed to her ear; his breathing controlled. Deep. Dark. And warningly.

Her chest heaved up and down against his, slightly faster as her body readied itself.

“Don’t mistake me for my intentions, Del,” he whispered in her ear. “I want something you have, and if I don’t get it or you annoy me, we’ll go back to where we came from. There are many things you haven’t seen or felt, believe me.”

“Oh, should I be scared?” asked Delilah in a derogatory tone.

“I advise you to be,” he growled, while imagining strangling her to death, how slowly the life would fade from her body, with her skin whitening and panic in her eyes. Even he wouldn’t do it. He couldn’t. Because of his damn code. So, imagination it is.

“You know, Deis, you are much more fun now that everything is out in the open,” she said and rolled her hip into his.

But there was no way on this planet he’d play that game with her. So, he pushed himself off and said coldly, “Let’s go, we have to move.”

Turning around, he walked past Jaz, who only gave him a cocked eyebrow.

“Take her,” he growled at her in response. “I don’t wanna see her face until we reach the warehouse.”

I need to think. Clear my mind.

For a second, he stared at his hand on the door handle, then at Greg and Delilah.

“There’s something I need to do. Greg, get her to New York as we discussed, take the team.” He walked up to Delliah, which had absolutely no effect on her. “Del, you will pull no shit. You told me I was your way out, so this is it, meaning, you will comply, or I’ll break my code by killing you, do you understand?”

She tilted her head slightly but did not answer. Her gaze was strange; he could not read it in any way. Her eyes–cold, but also somehow curious. And then there was her mouth. Lips that wanted to become a smirk, only she did not allow them to.

“I asked you a question,” he said very darkly, and with one movement, his hand wandered around her throat, “and I require an answer.”

The moment his fingers closed around her throat once more, a spark of fire flashed through her eyes, not unlike Emma. Seeing it made him question his sanity.

Why haven’t I seen it before? Why?

“I did hear you quite well,” breathed Delilah. He knew she was a master of her art by choosing her words very carefully. Only I am, too.

“I didn’t ask if you heard me, I asked if you understood,” he said with a growl.

A smirk ran over her face, although she was choked. And because air was scarce, she nodded.

“Good,” he whispered, pulling her close so his mouth was against her ear, so only she could hear what he was about to say. “Because I know things about you that the public would find very interesting. Bear that in mind,” he whispered even darker and then let go of her.

Delilah gasped and coughed for air, but then she went back to staring at him. It was an intense stare, an inquiring one. One that told him she tried to figure out what he knew about her and how bad it would be. But he’d never tell. Threatening her with it, yes. But whatever would happen, he’d never make it public. There was a line he would not pass because it haunted him in a very similar way.

And while he wanted to let his mind wander, he could not. Because the rage in his chest was still lighting fire to his body, distracting him from everything.

There was only one way for release.

Sam, in his earpiece, only sighed. Maybe because he heard what he had told Delilah, maybe because he knew very well there was nothing he could do. So he ignored it and turned off the earpiece with a single tap.

He told Greg, “I’ll join you soon in New York, fly back with her jet. I’ll wait for Jaz and see what she got and get my stuff done.” He then signaled the rest of the team with his hand to roll. Greg only nodded and directed Delilah to move with a tilted head.

He then stepped out of the house onto the front porch with a very strange feeling rushing through his body. It wasn’t a shudder, more like a dire foreboding spreading through him like a river crushing its path through a canyon.

He let his eyes wander over the street, first down, then up. Everything was silent and quiet. Maybe a little too quiet. Or maybe the typical sound of night was so far from what he felt inside–the storm, the rage, the anger–all of it was so loud he could not even distinguish what exactly it was that made him so angry.

Maybe it was Delilah teasing him to the bone.

Maybe it was his plans, his revenge going south.

Maybe it was Emma who ripped him of every last inch of control.

And while he stood there, Delilah walked past him.

“Deis,” she said silently without looking directly at him at first, but staring at the floor while she spoke. “Richard, he has a hidden mansion in Havana, it’s the center,” she whispered, almost inaudibly.

The hair on his arms stood up.

Because Delilah had done what he never imagined would happen, and yet, here they were.

And just at that moment, she looked up into his eyes with a look that consumed him. She then leaned in on him and just for the fraction of a second, he thought she’d kiss him, but then, she moved past his face to his ear and whispered in it.

“Follow the Scarab Beetles.”
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: OUR DARKNESS – ANNE CLARK


There weren’t many people meeting her freak, but Ri definitely was one of them. And although she fumed inside, her mind wandered off to her. The smirk on Ri’s face–she had been so unafraid, if not unimpressed. Which was sexy, but now that she had walked off some of her steam, it made her feel like a toddler throwing a tantrum.

What the hell am I going to do?

I have no idea how to get back to Eagle River to Delilah. I have no money, no transport, no nothing.

On top of everything, she was tired. Not just physically, but mentally.

Objectively, she had two options. Option one would make her prey. Option two would make her forget any morals she had. But what were morals worth if she had no life to live them? Nothing.

The road she had gone down was probably a path of no return anyway. In the end, she already knew what she would do, but truly doing it would mean she would get herself burned, maybe not today, but probably tomorrow or any day after.

But her life had been miserable before. Her rock bottom of misery already had a basement, and it could not go down any further. So, what was the point?

She slipped around a corner and found herself in complete darkness; only the horizon showed some illumination, probably from the next town.

Think, Emma. How long did you drive? Where did Denny drive to?

The graveyard wasn’t one she knew. It had been quite some time since they had been on the road, but she couldn’t remember.

There had to be something. So, she revisited everything she had learned in the darkness of her hideout. Somehow, the darkness even helped her think clearly. Because there was no distraction. It was cold, and she could not stay long outside without movement, but for this small moment of reconciliation, it was all right.

My birth mother’s grave.

Denny, who is my grandfather.

Deis, who made me believe things and did God knows what and got Delilah.

Delilah. My half-sister, who went through so much.

And then she remembered.

“Jaz,” she whispered. She said there was something with the storage. The town’s electricity consumption. She said maybe a server farm. What if?

The light that didn’t work.

The hollow space in the ground.

The bible.

The Jesus.

Secret passages.

The hairs on her arm stood up, and although she didn’t think it was possible due to the already freezing temperature in her, a cold shudder ran through her. A chilly but prickling shudder of knowing. Right this moment, she knew she was right.

And suddenly, she knew what to do. It was the only chance she had.

So, she pulled the burner from her pocket, which she had forgotten about, and activated it with her frozen and almost white hands. Her heart began to race fast.

She typed in the number Jaz had given her and dialed.

One. Two. Three.

“Yes?” answered Jaz very silently.

“It’s me, Emma,” she whispered back. “I found something, but he cannot know. If you want to know, you have to come alone and not tell him. Can you do that?”

There was a moment of silence.

“Yes,” she eventually replied. “Where are you?”

“I don’t know. You gotta trace this number and find me.”

“Hang on,” Jaz said, and she heard her rumble, walk down some stairs, and then type.

“Okay, got ya, it’s eighteen miles from here, I can be there in fifteen,” she said. “Em, are you sure? I’ll risk everything for that.”

Am I entirely sure? No. But I am very, very sure. Because after everything that happened, everything she had learned, she didn’t believe in coincidences anymore.

“I am. I know how to find that server farm.”

Jaz breathed for another moment. She knew what was going on in her mind. She was about to go behind Deis’ back, and he was not one to take something like that lightly. More so, he’d probably kill her or… She shook herself as she had to remove that thought physically from her body. She’d deal with the issue later, if he’d ever find out. If.

“See you in fifteen,” Jaz then said.

Jaz pulled up with a black SUV, which she had heard coming for quite some time. It had taken her exactly fourteen minutes and forty-five seconds. She had stared at the burner’s display while running and jumping around, trying to stay warm in the cold.

She jumped into the car, not without having issues opening the door and getting her slightly numb body in, as she could not properly feel her limbs anymore. And while she felt instant relief due to the warmth in the car, the heat was almost painful.

“How long have you been out here?” asked Jaz with a concerned look on her face.

“I dunno, an hour?”

“You look like it.”

And when she opened the make-up mirror, the light turning on automatically, she saw what Jaz meant. Her lips were blue, as much as her face, which looked how she always imagined vampires to look. Her fingers were a whole different thing. They were so pale by now that they looked like the dead.

“I’ll be alright,” she said automatically, although nothing was alright and probably wouldn’t be. But, whatever.

Jaz just drew up her eyebrows even more.

“I will, been through worse. Seriously.” She might not have been, but she wanted to get on; she had to know. The urgency in her chest almost made her burst. “We gotta go to the storage,” she then said.

“So, there is something with the storage unit, I knew it.”

“Yes,” she answered, shivering uncontrollably. “I believe it’s an entrance.”

The moment she said it out loud, goosebumps spread over her entire body. The thrill, it was like a quest, a hunt for truth, and right now, for this tiny second, she understood Deis’ and Delilah’s obsession with the hunt for the secret. 

They drove for a while until they passed the sign for Eagle River. It made her slightly uncomfortable because she knew about the proximity to Deis.

“What did you tell him, Deis?”

“That I’m gonna follow a lead on the server farm, so technically it’s not a lie,” answered Jaz.

Good, really good, she thought.

“So tell me, you said it was personal, your home was wiped out?” she then asked, eager to find out more.

“Yes. I come from a very poor village in the DRC,” she said with a sigh.

The Congo. Shit. She knew a horrific story would follow, because what was happening there was not only cruel, but inhumane and the result of a capitalist shitshow.

“You see, the village was built, and one day, some people came for research. A few months later, they came with the armor. They didn’t care about relocation. They came to kill to get to the cobalt underneath the village.”

“Fuck.” There was nothing else she could say as another wave of coldness ran over her. This time, from the heaviness of what Jaz told her.

“I survived, with one of my sisters, barely. One of the men took us for pleasure, for rape, for slavery. That is how I learned more. I swore to myself to find out who was responsible and seek revenge. That is how I crossed paths with Deis, because we were looking for the same person.”

Oh gods, she thought. And while she tried to not feel anything, she couldn’t. She was incapable of not feeling right this moment.

“Richard DeBarra,” she then said, her eyes closing.

“Yes and no,” answered Jaz. “Richard is certainly connected, but he seems to be only a fish in a large pond.”

“No fucking way,” she said incredulously. “He’s the richest and probably most influential man on the planet, you’re telling me there are more?”

“Unfortunately, I am. Deis will kill me for that, but there is a secret society that goes by the name of Cleopatra. Richard might be the head of it, but we are not sure. They are extremely good at covering their asses. They have their fingers in every fucking industry, from porn to aviation, from entertainment to the government. They traffic money, influence, women, and children.”

This fucking can’t be happening.

She didn’t speak for a moment as she had to collect herself from the information she had just heard. She wasn’t sure why Jaz did all this behind Deis’ back, but she might’ve been served up with his behavior? Or was it because she needed answers? Followed her own agenda. Or was it a trap?

“Jaz,” she asked carefully, “why are you doing this? Coming to me? Helping me? Risking everything?”

Jaz didn’t answer her immediately. Instead, she stared and breathed because, apparently, this had been a question she would rather have avoided. “I always had my own agenda, Deis knows that, although we joined forces. But the reason I am here is a different one,” she finally said and paused again.

Somehow, a fluttery sensation became present in her stomach, signalling to her that there was more information on the verge of being spilled that would probably change everything. She bit her lip as the unshakeable feeling grew and rolled her shoulders back in an unsuccessful attempt to release some of the flutter.

“I am here,” Jaz finally said, “because you asked me to.”

Heat spread through her chest. Almost as if her body sensed what was to come.

“Me? But how…why?” she asked a little idiotically, trying to gain some ground to breathe.

“Because I am here to protect you.”

Unimaginable heat now consumed her body as the fluttery feeling took over and merged with yet another thing she did not know. So they had gotten to Jaz, too. That’s how deep they run, she thought. They’re fucking everywhere. And the only thing she wanted was to run. Far away from everything. Only she couldn’t. Because apparently, she was the key.

“So you work for them, too?” she asked Jaz.

“No. But you are worth protecting.”

What? Me? I don’t understand! I am nobody. I don’t know stuff. I am just Emma.

“But why? Why protect me? How am I connected to all of that?” she asked while her entire body screamed for Jaz to open her lips and form the words that would finally tell her the reason.

“There are two things I know. Firstly, one day we found the emblem of a ram, tattooed on the chest of a dead man we originally wanted to take out, an emblem that was also embossed on a signet ring Deis’ mother had, and next the day Deis was obsessed with you,” Jaz told her. “The second–” But she interrupted her.

“I know why he’s so obsessed,” she said silently as the puzzle pieces finally came together. She groaned. Because it was all so fucking messed up, and the most essential piece was still missing.

“Why?” asked Jaz longingly, even taking her eyes off the road for longer than she should.

“Whatever I tell you, this is between us. Can I trust you?”

Jaz was hesitant but then said, “Yes. Even if it’s gonna cost me everything.” But she didn’t care about what Deis would do.

“Derrick and Marie were never my real parents. Marie is my grandmother, actually, and I am the daughter of a girl Richard DeBarra raped,” she finally said, closing her eyes in discomfort.

“Fuck,” breathed Jaz out. “So you–does Deis know?”

“I am not sure. I believe he’s obsessed with me, the ring, and the secret because of Marie, because he thinks she is the connection, but I am. I am the one who is not only a DeBarra but also a Dumont, two old French clans, just like Deis, and somehow, they are all connected.”

She could feel the anticipation she saw on Jaz’s face in her own body.

Her heart skipped a beat as they crossed the town’s border, leading to the storage unit in Crystal Falls. She had no idea what she would walk in; she had no idea if she was totally wrong. But at least she had Jaz. Without her, she’d never make it into the storage without being seen or triggering an alarm.

“I’ve seen many things in the past years with Deis,” said Jaz, “but somehow the shit around this secret and you gets deeper and deeper by the day.”

Yeah, I figured.

“So, the second thing. Why are you protecting me? What is it?” she asked Jaz.

“Riley.”

It was one word. One word that changed everything and made her body stiffen the very second. Something that hadn’t gone unnoticed by Jaz.

So Riley worked with Jaz, too? Did they infiltrate her, too? The voices in her head freaked out in questions, none of which she could issue loudly.

“I trust Ri with my life,” said Jaz. “And she hers with mine. We have a past that is a tale for another time, but I want to be as clear as I can, as I see how uneasy trust comes for you. I do not work for her employer, nor do I do their bidding. I am here because Ri asked me to protect you, and because I know that you are the key to finding the peace I need. I promise to always be honest with you, as it is my highest good–unlike Deis. And therein lies the true reason I am here, because I disagree strongly with his decision of not being honest with you.”

It was honesty. And although she had a million questions, they had all been answered, whether she wanted it or not. It was somehow nice to her, quite disturbing, and yet, weirdly satisfying to finally have the honesty she craved. She could live with uncomfortable topics, but what she always wanted was the respect of being given the truth.

So, yes, she could start to ask questions and get to the root of it all, but right now wasn’t the time.

Jaz brought the car to a halt around the corner leading to the storage facility.

“Thank you,” she said as Jaz took out her laptop and did stuff on it she couldn’t decipher. It was time to focus. Focus on what was to come.

Everything around her looked silent, almost frozen in time, but her heart was beating a hundred miles per hour. Her body, by now back to warmth, felt heated and filled with anticipation because somehow, she knew something was about to happen.

Jaz then drove past and up to the front, where the gate opened with a single click on her laptop.

And although she had seen that happen with Rae before, it was still crazy shit to her. They drove up to unit 33.

“The number 3, it’s everywhere. First, I thought Deis is crazy, but then it appeared everything,” she told Jaz.

“I know, he’s obsessed with that number.”

“When we went to see Marie earlier, I found this Jesus figure on her headboard.” Emma fumbled for the figure in the pocket of her jacket. “It has the number 333 embossed on the bottom, but it doesn’t make sense, because it’s silver and not gold, right?”

“Right,” said Jaz.

“But then, it all made sense. I got out of that home through a secret tunnel, which was opened by a fucking Jesus figure in the bathroom.”

“No fucking way.”

“Not kidding. Riley. She did that. But then I thought, what if this one is a key, too?” she said and waved the figure in her hands.

A shudder ran through her body. From the coldness outside, but also from the prediction of what would happen next. And while she was scared of what would happen if she was wrong, she had a feeling she wasn’t, and curiosity whirled through her like a hurricane.

Jaz slid up the compartment door. “I am pretty sure you’re right,” she said and went in. “Because something is here, but I was unable to find out what exactly.”

“Neither did I when we were here. There was only a book and a Bible with a handwritten note from Marie, some verses that alone tell me there’s something here.”

She walked through the unit, and there it was again, the hollow sound beneath her feet.

“Hear that?” she asked Jaz, who looked very, very excited.

“Yes,” she breathed out, staring at her.

That second, her body shook uncontrollably for a moment. Apparently, it disagreed with being in coldness again.

“I’ll close the doors,” Jaz said and slid them down.

And while Jaz did so, she knelt and let her hands glide over the floor. There was not so much as an inch difference in the floor, indicating a trapdoor or anything. Maybe it was all stupid, and she had watched too many movies.

But then Jaz did something that changed everything and flicked the light switch. The switch that didn’t work before, only now it did. The lights went on, and there was a clicking sound and a whirring. Suddenly, the floor underneath her moved, making her jump up and crawl aside as a hole in the floor appeared.

“I’ll be damned,” whispered Jaz. “It was simply closing the fucking door to activate it.”
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DEIS
PLAYLIST: TWO MEN IN LOVE – THE IRREPRESSIBLES


It took him more than half an hour and many miles between him and Delilah until he was able to finally breathe properly again. And even though he was almost back at the hospital where Ed was, the anger did not vanish. He wasn’t even sure if it was anger anymore. So many thoughts. So many emotions out of control.

What the fuck just happened? he asked himself.

Delilah. How was it even possible?

She was the worst of the worst. She didn’t know any boundaries; she teased and disrespected him, she had been the main character in his plot, and now? Now she gave him the last missing piece to the puzzle. He knew what it was, because the Scarab Beetle was an old Egyptian sign, one of death and rebirth, for great power and guidance, and it went perfectly with the secret ring he knew of, operating under the name of Cleopatra, the old Egyptian queen.

She gave me everything.

And somehow her doing it wasn’t only a gesture. It was a peace offering. An offering that fucked his mind, because he could not deny that feeling in him. Almost a need. A need to punish her, dominate her, and see lustful pain. Only it could not be. Never. It could never be. None of it could

What the fuck is wrong with me? he asked himself as the awareness of what just happened in him fucked with his head.

“What a fucking mess!”

He had no control anymore. Control he needed so much. Control, beyond anything, had been the only thing keeping him from going over the edge. Now, he didn’t have any. So, he did the only thing he could do now.

With screeching tires, he brought the car to a halt at the back of the hospital, which was only designated for emergencies. This was an emergency. He stormed inside, ignoring the staff trying to stop him, and made his way up to the fifth floor into room 519. There, he burst in with heavy breaths.

Ed stared at him, very well aware of what was going on, and cocked an eyebrow.

“We’re going to New York and then to Havana,” he breathed out the order.

“Good,” Ed said, almost cheerfully, throwing off the sheets. “I thought we’d never leave. Grab me some crutches, will you?”

That was exactly what compelled him about Ed. No questions asked, up for anything, no lectures, no anything. Usually, at least.

He walked up to the counter where the night nurse sat, obviously on the phone with security.

“There won’t be any need,” he said, leaning over the counter and pressing the button to end the call. “First of all, be so kind as to give me some crutches for my friend, and then I want the papers signed immediately.”

“Sir, I–um, we–” began the nurse, slightly blushing.

“Do you know who I am?”

“Y-yes,” she stammered. Like prey.

“Then you’ll do as I say, because I have no time for bullshit nor for the paps to show up here again and disturb my peace,” he told her with a fake smile.

She nodded and paged for a doctor.

“Good,” he said. “Now the crutches.”

She pointed at a door to the left. Without another word, he walked over to the room and got them out of a cupboard. He then went back to Ed, giving the nurse another glance.

She hid behind the computer, and he could sense just from the look she gave him that his peace would most certainly be disrupted. It still amazed him how people could not keep their mouths shut and not freak out when they saw someone famous. And while he usually liked it, today he needed privacy.

“Here,” he said. “We’ll have company soon.”

“I don’t see a need for papers,” Ed replied.

“I’ll have Sam fly in a doctor, he can take care of you on the jet while we’re down there,” he said while helping Ed up, and added, “but I need you with me right now. Jaz will join us in New York.” He read aloud the text he got from her, confirming that Greg took Delilah to HQ. 

Ed stared into his eyes for a moment. He had, of course, understood.

While they walked down the corridor to the elevator, the nurse called after them.

“Sir! You cannot leave just like that!”

But he didn’t give a fuck. Time was a factor here, and they had to get down to the car as fast as possible.

Just as they stepped into the elevator, Ed stopped for a second. “Deis, don’t. It’ll land in the newspapers, and it’s totally unnecessary.” Then he added, with a chuckle in his voice and a punch in his arm, “Control, D. Control.”

He closed his eyes, breathed in and out.

Control. Yes.

And with that, he stepped entirely into the elevator without another glance back.

To his surprise but absolute satisfaction, they got to the car without interference. After he had Ed placed on the passenger seat and was back behind the steering wheel, he gave Ed another look before he drove off.

“What’s going on?” Ed asked after they had turned onto the main road. “Last time I saw you like this was in London. What’s happened now?”

“Everything happened. Delilah. Emma. It’s all so fucked,” he groaned and told him the short story of what had happened with Delilah.

“You wanna just rant, or do you want an opinion?” Ed asked without giving regard to any of the other information about the beetle or anything else. 

“I need control,” he answered.

“Not what I asked.”

“Just ranting. For now.”

“Okay, then what exactly is it that has bugged you so? How come you are so freaked out because of her? How is it possible for her to have you lose that much control?”

“Seriously?” he asked, annoyed, “You call that just a rant?”

“I do. If you’d spill, you’d see the ranting coming. I can smell it cooking in you, let it out,” said Ed, not looking at him.

And he knew exactly what Ed was doing: Teasing him. Teasing him until he lost his control entirely. He knew Ed wanted him to lose it. He never had again since his obsession with Emma. But the obsession was tainted. He wanted her so desperately to be the villain in his story, so it would justify the results of the pathological, self-destructive path he was on.

So, he ranted. He ranted about how Emma was driving him out, about the loss of his revenge with Delilah, about the peace offering he hated, and about the control they both took from him.

Ed just listened. He listened until there were no more words, and he had ranted so much that his body felt like lava. And because his body was burning him from all that he had just said–too many things he should’ve kept to himself–he brought the car to a halt at a path leading into a forest and got out.

The coldness hit his face like a blizzard. That his skin didn’t sizzle was everything. He then turned into the nothingness, and a roar of pain escaped him. Not a physical one, but one that felt too much. He didn’t feel. Only right now, he did. And because neither the screaming nor the fist he hit full power into the next tree helped, he turned and stared back at the car, where Ed leaned casually against it. At least as casually as it was possible with an injured leg.

“You look like a bear that didn’t have food for a year,” said Ed, totally unimpressed.

“I can’t, Ed, I fucking can’t!” he shouted so loud his voice resounded through the night. At that moment, he was so glad they were in the middle of nothingness. “I made a fucking promise!”

He ran his hand through his hair, as if it would help.

And while he could not even look at Ed, he tried to evade what would inevitably come. He knew it. Ed knew it.

“Take a sip of your own medicine, Deis.”

“Yeah, and which one would that be?” he asked with a growl.

“Everything happens for a reason,” said Ed quite amusingly. 

Suddenly, the anger roaring through his chest exploded, and he could only act. He was with Ed within three steps, one hand on his throat, glaring into his eyes, heavy breaths filling the air around them in cloudy mist.

“I’m gonna destroy you for this,” he whispered darkly before their lips met in a fierce kiss. The stubble from Ed’s beard tickled his skin while their tongues explored the forbidden fruit they weren’t supposed to eat, but tasted so exceptionally good.

He then pushed his cock against Ed’s uninjured leg and rubbed his hip against his own, only to feel how aroused Ed was. He wanted him to lose control. And he wanted it, too. He needed the release. He needed to release the pressure and all his longing for a man. And while they kissed, he felt the satisfaction pulsating between his fingers, blood fighting its way through their bodies.

The coldness outside was gone as fire burned through his core from the touch of Ed’s lips. A soft moan from Ed’s mouth fired it even more. And then he stopped it.

“Turn round,” he then ordered with a whisper against his lips.

Ed obliged immediately, and while he turned, he opened his pants with one hand. Without fiddling much, he had his cock out, spat on it, and then massaged Ed’s entrance for only a moment before he entered him with a push. Ed groaned. He then put an arm around his throat and grabbed his shoulder before he began to thrust into him hard.

And harder.

And harder.

Faster.

And faster.

Their panting produced a moonlight-lit cloud of breathed-out air around them as their panting got heavier and louder.

“That’s what you wanted, isn’t it?” Deis half shouted, half gasped out. “Me destroying your ass, taking you, losing fucking control?” With his last word, he hammered so hard into Ed’s ass that it made him shout out a loud “Fuck!” before he answered.

“Yes,” Ed then breathed out between two thrusts.

“I’ll fill you with my cum so far up your butt you’ll taste it on your throat for the next two weeks,” he said through gritted teeth while hammering further into the ass, holding his cock hostage with a perfect tightness. “Come on, rub your cock while I take you. I know you like being used.”

And when he felt Ed beginning to rub his cock to get off, arousal in him burst from his core to his cock. Because the truth was, he had longed for it so much he was almost about to come, and as he was without control anyway, he didn’t care much about the promise he had made to himself when he had found Emma.

So, he groaned and moaned out as he exploded into Ed’s ass with a force that was beyond. Ed moaned from the sensation it gave him and got himself off further. He didn’t stop thrusting into his ass, only now more softly, until Ed groaned loudly too, clenching for a second.

Relief spread through him. It was like he could breathe for the very first time in a long while. The clean, cold air filled his lungs, and the chains tying him burst.

He pulled out, turned Ed round, and while they kissed for a single last time, he grasped his neck to hold onto the sensation for just another moment.

Because after that moment, they would go back to normal, to the freak show raging around. The world that would deny him access to it if any of it would become public, and the deep desires that would overwhelm him when he would take more of it.

He could feel how much Ed longed for his touch and even melted into it. He wanted it too. But they both knew what would come. They both knew that it wasn’t this lifetime where they could be. So, he let go of him, got to the car, got the water bottle out, and gave his cock a quick clean up with a handkerchief from his pocket. 

Holy fucking shit! he cursed in his mind because it was so fucking cold. But then the cold stitching vanished, and he threw the bottle and the handkerchief over to Ed before he pulled up his pants.

“Your leg alright?” he asked as Ed placed himself with a painful gasp on the passenger seat.

“Will be,” he more gasped out than said. “Let’s roll.”

And so they drove to the airport. Lost in thought, they didn’t speak the entire time. He didn’t feel any remorse because it wasn’t something he felt, and somehow, he felt at peace. Not the peace he felt with Emma, but the peace of his deepest desires that had no place just being satisfied, just for these twenty minutes at least.
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: JUDGMENT DAY (ACOUSTIC) – STEALTH


Her chest was about to burst. She even had a tingling sensation on her skin, because right now she knew there was something hidden, something secret she probably ought not to know, and she was about to find it out.

Jaz tried to open the door again, but it did not open. How convenient.

She stared into the hole. Everything was dark down there, but Jaz walked over to her and illuminated it with a torch she got from her belt.

Ladder.

Jaz didn’t hesitate and climbed down. How fearless a person had to be just to get down there.

“What’s down there?” she asked, kneeling and staring into the hole.

“See for yourself.”

As she reached the floor, she heard another click and a whirring noise.

“Look, here’s another switch. Shit, thought this was a light switch,” said Jaz, and just like that, the trap door above them closed.

Holy shit.  

“Ah,” said Jaz finally, and the room was illuminated with bright light. So bright, her eyes had to adapt for a while. When she was finally able to see again through squeezed eyes, she took in whatever it was.

It was some sort of bunker. It was so big that it might just fit her entire apartment in it. There was a table in the middle of the room, which would accommodate at least six people. Shelves and cupboards plastered the concrete walls, which made the entire experience slightly more welcoming and not entirely gloomy. The smell resembled a morgue. There was an AC in one of the upper corners, probably to get fresh air in.

It took her another moment to take everything in and comprehend.

This is my mother’s, well, fake-adoptive-mother’s, aka grandmother’s, storage unit.

Jaz inspected the cupboards–something she would most definitely not let her do alone, just in case. With quite some anticipation, she opened one of the cupboards. She wanted to know what all this was about, and if she was to find answers, it was probably here, and only here. But when she opened one of the cupboards, it was just as empty as the one Jaz had opened.

“Empty, too,” she told Jaz, who had gone over to open every single cupboard and drawer. But they were all empty.

“I think we’re missing something,” said Jaz after she let her hand trail over the open cupboards. And then she knocked on the back walls. As she reached the one in the middle, it sounded slightly hollower than the other ones.

What the hell is this place? Trap doors? Hidden rooms? What the fuck have I got myself into? Or, better question, what shit was Marie involved in?

Jaz pushed and pulled at the cupboard. And then it clicked. An earth-shattering shudder ran through her the very moment, producing even more goosebumps on her entire body now. Jaz had found out how to open the hidden whatever-it-was behind the cupboard.

“Holy fucking shit,” whispered Jaz, whose dark skin was illuminated by a blue light, which made her look like a heroine from a fantasy book. After all she had figured out about Jaz in the past hours, whatever had just revealed itself in front of her eyes must be something absolutely crazy if Jaz, of all people, said something like that. There probably wasn’t much on this planet that Jaz hadn’t seen, with all she had gone through and seen by working for Deis.

Stepping through the hidden door, a wave of warm air hit her skin, mingled with the technical smell of a running computer – and damn, holy fucking shit!

She found herself in what was the craziest thing she had ever seen up until today. And she thought after Deis’ war room there couldn’t be anything more, but this was something else. The buzzing sound that trailed into her ears met her somewhere deep. Almost like she had heard the very sound before, a sound stored somewhere in her DNA. The continuous humming noise of fans almost calmed her tense body momentarily as she entered what was not a room but an endless, underground data center.

Fucking impossible.

Only it wasn’t.

It was a space so huge she couldn’t even see the end of it, plastered with rows and rows of black cages, all containing servers illuminating the darkness of the room in blue light. Walking past the rows from one side to the other, she counted them.

And for the first time, it wasn’t a surprise as she reached the last row.

“33.” Taking the turn, she walked down the aisle between two rows. It took her several minutes to reach the end. She had no idea where Jaz went; she was probably exploring the room, too.

It was so loud in here; the servers were making so much noise. There had to be a system to release all the heat from this underground space. A million questions race through her mind.

How did no one ever notice?

Surely someone would figure this out?

And how is Marie connected to all of it?

Is this the secret? Hidden data?

There must be an admin console or something.

But she found nothing.

Cables. The cables must go somewhere.

She followed the cables running in a canal under the ceiling, and they all came together at the very end of the space that took a turn to the left and went through a wall.

Okay, think, she told herself.

There had to be a way out. Probably another secret door. But this time, it was much more obvious. At the very position where the cable chunks went into the wall, there was an empty cage. She opened it with a slightly beating heart. In it was a keypad. Fuck.

For the fraction of a second, she thought about calling Jaz, but then, this was her chance to find out something on her own, of not being used. So, without thinking twice, she stepped into the cage and closed it.

Has there ever been a number Marie had obsessed over? Numbers. Obsessed. Deis’ obsession with the number 3. It was quilted into the seats of his car. It was on the storage door. Thirty-three rows. The Bible. The verses. The Jesus figure.

The Jesus!

She took the Jesus figure, and there it was, right above the pad, almost impossible to see. She pressed the figure in, bottom first.

Her heart raced a million miles per hour.

The pad beeped once.

And then remembered the verses Marie had written down in the Bible, and with shaking finger from the anticipation, she typed in 4 1 0 6 5 9 6. The pad beeped once again.

No fucking way.

The suspension she felt was beyond. Although she didn’t believe in any of the shit Deis believed in, this right here felt as if she was supposed to be here. As if she was supposed to enter, her body knew it against her better judgment.

The floor under her rattled. For a second, fear rushed through her body as the floor moved down, and it gave her this single moment of feeling like being in free fall. The elevator came to a halt, and what unfolded in front of her was unbelievable, and it let her heart sink. Because whatever she had gotten herself into, it probably wouldn’t end well. But she didn’t care. This was something bigger than her, and as she took in the room, she knew why she was here.

It was a command center, and in the middle of the room was an aisle with displays and different workstations. The room’s walls were all equipped with three giant monitors reaching from floor to ceiling.

On them was the ram she had seen in Deis’ car and his bedroom. There was a single word underneath.

“Ramesès,” she read aloud in a whisper, while she felt the person behind her before she heard her.

“Hello, Emma,” said the female voice she knew so well. A voice that travelled into her core with the soft chuckle underneath the knowing glee, and it made a shudder run down her spine as much as it let her core burn in a heated wave of lust. “I told you we’d see each other soon.”
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DEIS
PLAYLIST: I SURRENDER – WELSHLY ARMS


When they landed in New York, reality set in. Reality that brought the obsession with the woman that made his mind spin, his lost revenge, and the next quest he had gotten on his hunt after Richard DeBarra.

While on the plane, he hadn’t spoken much with Ed. He knew just as much as he that it was back to business and that, as far as they were concerned, none of it had ever happened.

Being back in New York almost made his toenails curl. He had always loved the city, but nowadays it felt more like a cage than the freedom it was supposed to bring.

They had settled in a warehouse they owned, a front. A front to hide the headquarters of his revenge mission. When they entered the main room through the elevator, he saw Delilah first. She had curled herself up on a chair and was apparently fast asleep.

“What’s with her?” he asked.

“The medication and everything took a lot of strain, I suppose. She just passed out, thought I’d let her.”

He grunted in approval. It was good she was asleep, because it would mean a quiet mind for him for a moment.

“Okay, so Scarab Beetles, let’s get to work and think that through,” he said while logging into the system on one of the computers. Until Jaz was here, he wouldn’t do a thing, because whatever it was they would encounter, there would most certainly be a digital trace as well as security systems in place.

Greg placed a bowl on his desk without another word. He hadn’t eaten for what could be two days, so without a thanks, he shoveled it down. Full from food and now quite drowsy, he tried to focus his mind on the screens and his search. Only he seemed to be so exhausted that he could not keep his eyes open. The past days had been overwhelmingly packed and contained little sleep.

Words trailed into his ear and brought him back to his surroundings.

“D, Jaz is here and she brought⁠—”

The leaves rustled softly as the palms bent slightly from the soft breeze. The sound of the ocean in the background. It was freedom, and yet, it felt like hell. His dream grasped itself into his mind, warning him not to let go because it would be gone forever. It was so real. The slightly salty taste. The fresh air. The warm sun on his skin. A laughter that made his heart warm like the sun on his skin.

“Deis, you hear me?” asked Ed, now louder. And then he jumped up.

“What is it?” he asked, annoyed, feeling as if a truck had run him over. Gone was the dream and the feeling of warmth pulsating through him.

“Jaz is here. With Emma.”

With Emma.

The words needed to sit a moment with him before he truly realized what Ed had just said. He spun round and stared at Ed, who just tilted his head towards the door. Just for a moment, their eyes locked, and he’d be lying if his heart didn’t begin to race.

And then his gaze wandered to the elevator door. There she stood. He didn’t even see that Jaz had walked in because Emma took his breath.

He walked over to her. Steps that felt like walking into fire, because after their last encounter, he had no idea what would happen. It could be good, or very, very bad. And although he usually liked a nice game, there was way too much uncertainty he experienced with her as of right now.

When he reached her, it was like they were the two strongest magnets on this earth. There was a pull between them that drew them together, like an invisible rope connecting her chest with his, pulling him closer. He was unable to stay away, unable not to let himself be drawn in.

There she stood in the frame of colorful surroundings in all her darkness. The black widow, she called herself from day one. And within the very second he saw her, a smirk ran over his face that he could not suppress. Because what he saw was what he had waited so long to see.

Her eyes–dark. Strong. Almost empty and yet, full of strength.

Her expression–superb. Above and beyond with an indistinct touch of arrogance that suited her.

Her head–slightly tilted, her chin up with a strong jaw.

Her posture–present, radiant, shoulders back, left nothing to the imagination.

Her voice–carefully chosen, clear, and full of power.

“Hello, Deis.”

There she was, his queen, the woman he had waited for years to rise. The One. The one he had seen kill Derrick. The one that finally embraced her darkness. The one that was like him. And all he wanted to do was grasp his masterpiece and become one with her in this creation.

He made a step towards her, full of longing, until only an inch was between them. A sizzle rushed through his body like oil poured into a fire. And whatever had happened between them, right in this moment, he only wanted a single thing. Her. Feeling her. Devouring her. Becoming one with her. Riding on the wave of an otherworldly pull.

She had tilted her head slightly, and the corner of her mouth tugged into a beautiful smirk, telling him all he needed to know. So, she felt it too.

They were so close now without touching, it was almost like a little game their bodies played with each other, just to build even more tension.

She was the one who lifted her arm first and brought her hand up to his cheek. In him, the longing for her touch roared like a starved lion. And she, instead of fulfilling his desire, just let a single finger wander over his skin, from his temple down to his jawline and over his lips.

The sensation’s intensity made him close his eyes and tilt his head, whether he wanted to or not. From his brain to his cock, everything shuddered from it.

I am so fucking doomed.

He opened his eyes again the moment her warm touch left his lips, only to see a flicker of desire burn in her eyes. And it was that moment he could not keep it to himself anymore.

He grasped her face and pulled himself into her. When his lips met hers, it was in a wild, devouring, even carnal explosion of pure lust. The way she beautifully surrendered herself in his touch, let herself be consumed by him–it was beyond.

Her taste.

Her scent.

Her touch.

He needed more. So much more.

With a single, forceful grip, he pulled her into the room and pushed her back into the wall next to the door. A small gasp left her mouth, and her glaring eyes just flashed for a second to somewhere behind him. But the hell did he care about Ed or anyone else watching. He’d have her right now.

So, his hands wandered under her hoodie, forcefully grasping her and her breasts.

She had taken one leg up and around him, so he now pushed his hard cock against her hips and between her thighs.

His other hand wandered to her neck and the back of her head. There, he grasped a chunk of her hair and pulled her head back so she could do nothing but give in to his tongue entering her mouth.

She had closed her eyes, and hell, what a view seeing her like this.

I need to feel her. Her hot core closing around my cock.

“I’m gonna fuck you right here and now, ma belle,” he whispered. And as she did not protest in any way and just moaned slightly, he could not contain himself any longer.

It took him a nanosecond to open the button to her wide, soft fabric pants she so often wore, and they rushed swiftly to the floor. Not caring about her panties, he just took both his hands and ripped them apart before he zipped open his own pants.

With one last glance at her, he saw the same lust he felt jumping at him, and then he grasped her legs and lifted her.

She had taken her arms around him and now slung her legs around him, too. It was just a moment where they stared into each other’s eyes, and then, he entered her. She threw back her head in a loud moan.

It was beyond everything he had ever felt before, even with her. Entering her felt different because she was a different person than the Emma he knew.

“Gods, you feel so fucking good,” he breathed out while he pushed his cock all in.

She rolled her hips against his and even pushed herself further on him, encasing him in a blissful state of total consumption.

They just kept rolling their hips against each other, slowly, deliberately, feeling every sensation on the planet.

And then, there was a moment where she bent into him, her teeth digging into the skin on his neck right before he felt her breath in his ear.

“Fuck me.”

His mind went blank the very second. And hell, would he provide. He pressed her into the wall, grasped her thighs, and then he fucked her. Deep. Hard. Fast.

Her moans were almost screams until he was unable to hold it any longer. It took all his power not to come, but there was only so much a man could do.

“I’m gonna fill you with my cum, ma belle,” he said through gritted teeth, “and then I’ll make you come until you scream my name, do you understand?”

It was a question he needed no answer to, but she did deliver anyway because she was, after all, a queen.

My queen, ma belle.

Between hard thrusts and moans, she breathed out, “No, Deis. You’ll come, and then I’ll get myself off on your cock.”

At that moment, he exploded. A loud, carnal growl left his throat while he held his cock deep in her, the pulsating relief spreading through his cock. He leaned onto her, both their heavy chests heaving up and down heavily, while their sweaty cheeks met in that wonderful afterglow moment.

When blood finally flooded back into his brain, he moved his head a little so he could whisper directly into her ear.

“I missed you, ma belle.”

She didn’t answer, but the way she breathed told him enough. And while her body relaxed into his, he let her down, because he wanted to live up to his promise and fuck her into oblivion. And just when he attempted to turn her round and take her from behind, she pushed him back.

She meant what she said, too.

Glancing around, he saw that everyone else had left, except for the unconscious Delilah, who was still out on the chair. Not that he would have cared about an audience, but to a mad degree, a part of him wanted her to wake up and see. It would be a slap in her face, and he would love everything about it. To watch him become one with his queen. Emma, Ma belle.

Emma slid off her cross-body bag and hoodie and let them fall to the ground, revealing her braless, now fully naked figure.

How he loved her body, with the small curves and the little belly - so perfect for gripping. She took the two steps towards him and then pushed him farther back until they reached a dusty chest of drawers. He just let himself be guided by her, which was not only a first but also quite refreshing.

She slid down his open pants, and then, with one hand on his chest, pushed him back onto the chest of drawers and climbed onto him.

The way she slid down on his cock–holy fucking shit.

With a movement of consuming lust, she pushed herself entirely onto his cock.

He took one arm around her back, and she leaned into him, her head falling back in total ecstasy. And then, she rolled her hips with every push, and it consumed him whole. And while she rode herself into oblivion, he just watched her take what she wanted, what she needed. 

When she came, it was like lightning struck him in his core. She shuddered and moaned, and then she collapsed on him.

He felt her breathing calm down while he held her in his arms. There were no words for what he was feeling. Because somehow it felt like it was supposed to be.

And then, she pushed herself up and glanced into his eyes. That moment, a shudder ran over his body, because he knew the question before she asked it.

“I only need you to answer a single question, Deis. Did you engineer it all?”
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DEIS
PLAYLIST: WHAT COULD HAVE BEEN – STING, RAY CHEN


Silence overcame him in a magnitude that felt like he was dragged underwater into the depths of the ocean, where there was no light and no screaming. Just for a moment, he closed his eyes before he spoke, trying to calculate.

“When I found out about you, when I saw you…,” he began, back to gazing at her, but she interrupted him.

“Cut the bullshit, Deis. A simple yes or no is sufficient.” Her tone was harsh. Clear. Controlled. Without emotion. And for some reason, it made his chest heave up and down with heavy breaths. The breaths of a man standing with his back against the wall. And then, he broke the stare. His shoulders fell, and he dared not to look at her. There was no more getting out.

“Yes,” he finally breathed out with a heaviness carrying the weight of the entire universe on him.

There it was, out in the open.

Finally.

“Good,” she said and pushed herself off him. “Thank you,” she said in a soft tone, and it made his eyes shoot up as he stared at her in utter disbelief.

“T-Thank you?” he asked with an incredulous stutter he had never thought to come out of his mouth.

“Thank you for being honest with me,” she said silently.

“But aren’t you mad? Like mad about what I did?”

“Yes. But I also believe you had reasonable intentions for doing so.”

He just stood there, his mouth half open, unable to find the words.

“I knew,” she then added. “I knew it all along. Not the details. But I knew.”

Fuck.

He only stared at her because there was no evading. There was no running, no hiding from the truth anymore. It was an awful feeling of being vulnerable and judged, something he would not allow himself to feel, nor anyone to produce in him, except with her. With her, he was powerless. Against all his nature, against all his codes. And because of that, the only thing he could do was embrace it.

She knew, and she had known all along. She knew about everything he orchestrated, the strings he pulled, and the master plan he created. And yet, here she was. She even took his perspective, tried to understand, and even believed him.

“But how did you know?” he asked her when he had found his words again.

She considered him for a moment, her head slightly tilted. “You are asking the wrong questions,” she told him with an almost invisible smirk tugging the corner of her mouth. The moment he saw it, an ice-like shudder ran down his spine.

She had taken a page out of his book, because she was not the insecure little mouse she had been when they officially met, no. She was something entirely different now, something so strong, a force of nature. And just when he wanted to say something, she shushed him.

“I know who you are, Deis,” she told him. “I. See. You.” And the way she emphasized every word rendered him speechless again.

“I see you,” he repeated in a whisper.

“Yes, Deis, I see you. I saw it the very first day and every day since then.”

“But why didn’t you run then?” he asked with an almost croaking voice in total disbelief, because surely there was no way she could have known it all and still wanted him.

“For the same reasons you were drawn in,” she said so lovingly, her voice caressed his soul as much as his heart. “Because to me, you are perfection. You might not see it, but I do. And I believe in your truest nature, hiding behind those many layers of ice and darkness, you are worthy. Worthy to fight for. Worthy to be seen. Worthy to believe in. Worthy to be loved.”

It was then that he could not hold it any longer, the need to feel her, to become one with her. Everything he had felt before was forgotten; he had to have her. He pushed her backwards into the wall behind her. When his lips met hers, flames roared up in his chest. Flames of lust, of need, of consuming his entire being, because whatever their mess was, a connection like they had evaporated every last bit of it.

With his right hand, he wandered around her throat while stopping the kiss, and when he looked down into those dark green eyes staring at him, he knew she felt the very same. He did know before, but seeing the desire jumping at him from her eyes fueled his core even more.

Without words, she pulled up his shirt, her hands wandered softly from his chest up to the side of his face with its burned skin. It was the first time since the accident she had seen him, and just for a split second, he was scared she would be repulsed, but it was instantly clear she wasn’t. At all.

Her touch was sweet, loving, caring. And it meant the world to him. So much he dared to close his eyes for a moment when her soft skin wandered over his left cheek with the burned tissue. For this blissful moment, the world with all its disasters and expectations disappeared. It was simply him and her, connected in the separation of everything that did not matter, levitating in a consuming void between heaven and hell.

When he opened his eyes again, he saw.

Her.

Truly.

For the first time.

For what she was.

Everything about her.

Deeper than any ocean.

Colder than ice.

Warmer than the sun.

She was everything.

Everything he desired.

Everything he needed.

Because she was not only his sun and moon but his entire universe.

It was the scariest thing he had ever felt, and he was pretty sure he would burn himself entirely, but it did not matter. He had done all he needed. He had her. And all the rest would be a bonus.

His hands wandered up her thigh through her open pants. They wandered over the soft skin, over her hips, up her back. There, he gripped her tight, pulling her into his chest. Then, he dug his nails into the skin on her back and slowly, very, very slowly, he scratched them down–very well knowing the marks it would leave and how much she liked it. And hell, did she confirm.

A loud moan left her while he scratched through the first skin layer into the dermis. Her accompanying deep breaths blew against his ear with a sound that gave him the distinct feeling of standing back at the shore in his early home in Quiberon, France, with gusts hushing around him. Back then, he had enjoyed climbing the rocks and walking the thin line between freedom and sure death; he still did. And maybe that was the reason he fell in love with Emma, too. Because she connected his lost past with what he was now, by being the wild cliff that made him feel so much alive.

He gripped her thighs and lifted her up against the wall. Responsive as she was, she slung her arms and legs around him so he had his hands free to guide her hips onto his cock. But it was not he who entered her. No. It was she who took him. It was her, sliding herself onto him. Burning heat encased his cock with an otherworldly sensation. He had no words for what she did to him, no words to describe the energy that consumed him from down there. And then, she rolled her hips.

Holy fucking shit.

It was nothing like he had ever felt before. It was not even explosions and fire anymore. It was as if his entire being was sucked into her, as their souls had melted into each other.

He let his arms wander around her shoulders while he rolled his own hips in complete symbiosis with hers. He could feel her core opening to him, and it caused a rush of heat to flood his system. It was as if a portal to a different universe had opened to a place where he no longer physically existed. And it was glorious. It was then that he knew she was not a queen but a goddess.

Her moans became louder as she also dissolved entirely in their connection. It was then that he pressed her hard against the wall, grasped her by the thighs and bottom, and fucked her. Fucked her with a spiritual rhythm that was not of his doing but requested by the completion of their presence in each other.

There was only one thing left he wanted to do, and that was to fill her with his semen while she came for him–to consummate their bond with the highest form. And it was as if she had heard his thought, because her core began to pulsate, radiating even more heat onto him, and a deep, long growl left him as he filled her. She moaned, groaned, shuddered, and then let herself fall onto him, a wave of lavender and sweet-salty sweat bedazzling him.

For the devil knew how long, they were just with one another, drunk from the cocktail of energy and connection they had just brewed. It was she who lifted her head and looked at him. Her arms still slung around his neck, she just looked with that feral fire burning him down to his very core.

And as he held her steady, she cupped his face with her palms and kissed him. A kiss like she had never had before. It was a kiss so consuming, the ground under his feet vanished, and just for this tiny second, it felt as if he was in free fall.

In his core, an explosion erupted that shattered his entire existence, building up and releasing at the same time. It was the highest form of polarity he experienced with her, and while they had had those rough moments, the play, the hunt, the game–this was real. So real it did not make the hairs on his arm stand up, but gave him this once-in-a-lifetime feeling of just being…Human. Home. Belonging. Because she, after all that happened, was the air filling his lungs, the voice keeping him conscious, the motor powering him when there was no more fight in him.

She let herself sink onto him, and just for a moment, they just were with one another. And then, she pushed herself off him, stood up, leaned into him, and kissed him. It was a kiss so earth-shattering, he had no idea how he was even able to feel all those feelings at once. But he did. And that was when he knew.

She broke the kiss and walked over to pick up her clothes. While she put them on, he pulled his shirt over and pulled up his pants.

Closing his button, he walked over to her. There she stood, all in black again, like the first night they had truly met. He pulled himself to her, cupped her face, and the words just left him, from a point so deep in him that he had no control.

“I love you, ma belle.”

There it was, finally, what he could not deny was out in the open.

Silence. Endless silence. He himself didn’t know where those words came from. So he let himself be consumed by her gaze. It was a strange gaze. There was a moment where she just stared into his eyes, it was as if time was frozen in all eternity.

“Saying it isn’t enough, Deis,” she said and took a step back. “You have to have the capacity to carry out what those words mean,” she then added very slowly without breaking the gaze.

“Whatever you wish, ma belle,” he said immediately, his heart slightly aching.

“I don’t think you grasp what I am saying,” she then said, walking around him, her hand brushing over the desks behind him.

“What do you want me to do? Do you want the big gestures? The small ones? You want me to be your king and crown you queen? What is it you want me to do?” he asked, quite defensively, his heart somehow pounding fast in his chest as some sort of dizziness spread through him.

With the slowest possible movement, she tilted her head while he felt a shudder running down his spine as the corner of her mouth twitched up. “I want you to give it all up. Your money. Give it away, to charities, to people in need. All of it.”

Words failed him. Because he knew that moment she truly knew. Because for him to get her, he had to give up what was dearest to him. What kept him in control. It was an impossible choice to make. And therefore, he hesitated.

“That’s what I thought,” she said, returning to him after she had taken in the room with its monitors.

Now she stood directly in front of him, more powerful than ever.

She was truly a queen.

And before he could even react, he felt the gun pressing into his chest.

Around him, everything had gone quiet. He was frozen, staring into her beautiful, dark green eyes, resembling the depth of a magical forest one last time before he sank to the ground.

He didn’t even hear or feel the shot.

And while he sank to the ground, she grasped his neck, slowly guiding him to the ground.

In a single last touch, the electrifying sensation of their connection rushed through his body.

“Some queens don’t need a king,” she whispered into his ear with a softness that let his body shudder for one last time. “Some queens are born to burn kingdoms.”
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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?
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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?

[image: Dark Triad Logo Golden Cut Ram]


Legend says there were three.

But what if the Legend has it wrong?
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