
        
            
                
            
        

    
THE GURU - SHADOW


A THRILLING DARK ROMANCE


C. M. RAVEN


[image: ]



CONTENTS

DEDICATION
IMPORTANT NOTE
PLAYLIST & MOOD BOARD
1. Emma
2. Deis
3. Emma
4. Emma
5. Deis
6. Emma
7. Deis
8. Emma
9. Deis
10. Emma
11. Deis
12. Emma
13. Emma
14. Deis
15. Emma
16. Deis
17. Emma
18. Emma
19. Emma
20. Deis
21. Emma
22. Deis
23. Emma
24. Deis
25. Emma
26. Deis
27. Emma
28. Deis & Emma
29. Deis
30. Emma
31. Emma
32. Deis
33. Emma
Thank you <3
There is more!
Brace yourself
VIP-list
Acknowledgments
Afterword



All characters and events in this publication, other than those unmistakably in the public domain, are fictional. Any resemblance to real organizations, locales, events, or personas living as much as dead, is entirely coincidental. 

No generative AI was used in producing this piece of art.

Copyright © 2024 C. M. Raven. All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

ISBN-13 (paperback): 978-3-9826-3879-9

ISBN-13 (e-book): 978-3-9826-3871-3

Cover art by Putu Paulina Studio: www.putu.studio

Editing & Proof by Sophie Taylor: www.sophietaylorediting.com

Published by:

C. M. Raven c/o Block Services, Stuttgarter Straße 106, 70736 Fellbach, Germany

For more information about my books and everything else, visit: www.cmraven.com


DEDICATION


This is for all the souls growing up and learning that life can be cruel, so they escaped into a world where they felt loved for all they are, with their flaws, their broken wings and their losses.

You are seen. You are heard. You are loved.

There is only a single thing you must remember:

Darkness needs light to exist as much as the light needs the darkness. One would not be without the other.


You will be mine, ma belle. Mine.


IMPORTANT NOTE


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

It contains several dark and possibly triggering scenes, ranging from graphic description of violence, stalking, rape, manipulation, narcissistic behavior and psychopathic tendencies to self-harm, suicidal thoughts and panic attacks. There are descriptive sexual actions, consensual as much 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.

It is a rough story, reflecting many of the struggles patriarchy & capitalist society shove down our throats. But - and that is what I wish to empathize - in the end of book three, it is a story of healing, growth and overcoming the shit life seems to throw at one.


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.


We might never be truly free from our past, but we have the ability to liberate ourselves from the power it holds over us.

— C.M.Raven
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: SUMMER RAIN - EVERLAST


Silent scratches filled the empty room as words poured like a waterfall onto the journal pages. Faster than her hand could follow a wild mess of letters pressed forcefully on the paper. So many emotions overwhelmed her, engulfing her entire existence in a hurricane of anger, despair, and endless self-loathing. Her veins, intoxicated with burning rage, pulsated through her body while her heart ached from the darkness consuming it, whispering the painful melody of betrayal into her.

She should cry. Only the tears didn’t come.

Maybe I’ve used up all the tears for this lifetime.

Nothing seemed to ever work out for her.

Fucking nothing.

Her friends were busy building big careers, while she couldn’t even finish her studies, let alone keep a job longer than half a year.

My friends.

More like the few people who somehow haven’t abandoned me – yet.

To her, maintaining friendships was the most exhausting thing on earth. Well, aside from existing. And working 9-5 in a dull job with no purpose.

The worst with those so-called friendships was that she always had the bittersweet perception of being too much, not truly belonging; like being a rabbit in an ocean of sharks with no shore in sight. No one seemed to get her, and at some point, she just stopped explaining.

Everyone kept going on with their lives, pushing themselves to new achievements, reaching all their goals – from promotions to babies – while her life spun right around like a hiccuping washing machine, until nothing was where it should be.

Welcome to my personal hell.

The one thing she had was Chris. Well, not anymore. He had been her fiancé. Emphasizing the had. She and Chris had been a couple for almost three years. It was he who proposed out of the blue. She never planned nor expected to marry, ever. It was he who pressured her into getting engaged. As she remembered his endless talks of why she had to say yes, they mixed with the vivid images from a week ago, and it fed her rage like a starved lion presented with raw meat.

He fucking fucked Sami.

My best fucking friend.

He fucked her all the fucking time.

And she-she-!

“Fucking liars!” she shouted into the emptiness of the room. So loud it made her cat jump from her pillow with an angry hiss.

In a crushing moment of everlasting anger, fired by Chris’ betrayal, she had thrown every last bit connected to him out of the window of their fifth-floor apartment – except for the heavy stuff, as she had no intentions of crushing an innocent pedestrian underneath.

Said heavy stuff was now squeezed into their guest room. His music equipment, the couch, the chairs, table, an armchair, and some other things. At least what was left of it. Fuelled by anger, she had actually taken a knife and destroyed all of it. The couch and armchair looked as if a mass murder had happened on them, stabbed a thousand times with the knife until nothing of the upholstery was left intact. She had had the hope it would calm her rage and fill the emptiness of betrayal, but it did not. Especially when Chris let her know he didn’t care about the stuff and she should keep or throw it away.

So much about revenge.

Now she sat on the living room floor, leaning against the wall, her journal on her lap. Only a vast collection of books lay in stacks in one corner; otherwise, the room was empty. Reluctant curtains, which did not want to come off, suffered the same fate as the upholstery. As they now hang there, tattered, and ripped apart, they gave the room a spooky, abandoned building atmosphere.

A perfect resemblance to her entire existence.

My life. An empty fuckhole of pain and betrayal.

The images of how she had come home early a week ago and saw Sami riding her fucking fiancé on her fucking couch into fucking ecstasy and oblivion still tormented her in her mind. So much, it felt like someone had stabbed her with a dagger in her heart and pulled it out, only to push it right back in.

The fire she had seen in Sami’s eyes, the grin flashing over her face when their eyes met, still let an all-shattering icy chill run down her spine. Sami wanted her to find out. Her best friend wanted her to find her fucking her fiancé. The grandest of all betrayals, rooted in such depth that the everlasting pain of it made her sick to the point of throwing up. Smashing and destroying things wasn’t enough anymore. The only outlet left for her anger was pain and control. In other words, she needed to cut something open.

I need a release.

A release for all the overwhelming, consuming emotions.

A release for the images tormenting her mind.

A release for the hate she felt towards everyone and herself.

For a moment, her gaze wandered down to her right forearm, reminding her visibly how often she couldn’t cope, like a personal account of all her life’s failures.

Because my life is so fucked up.

I am so fucked up.

Thanks to my fucked-up parents.

And the fucked up world.

Right now, the word fuck wasn’t even enough to cover the magnitude of shit in her life.

I need control.

So, she stood up, got the biggest knife from the kitchen, and returned to her pre-warmed spot on the otherwise cold hardwood floor.

The only two people in the world she had ever trusted betrayed her. A part of her had realized it, and yet she did not.

So, she let the blade, in a rush of betrayal, eating her soul, glide with pressure over her skin. Not too deep, but deep enough to watch her skin part and feel warm blood emerge from the wound. She needed it. To feel the pain, feel the control, feel the power.

In retrospect, the worst of the whole situation was the audacity Chris had, telling her straight to the face that it was her fault he did it. His exact words were, ‘You are so uptight, Emma! It is normal for a man to fuck others, especially when you’re never opening your legs for me.’

Recalling these words made her feel sick with anger. The injustice of it was beyond what she could handle. He was the one sticking his dick into her best friend, and he had the audacity to blame her for it. Never had she expected him to be capable of such a betrayal, of such lengths. Never.

How could I have been such a poor judge of character with him? Why didn’t I see it?

With a second cut, she cracked the skin open on her forearm once again, coloring it in a beautiful, deep red.

If there was one thing in the world she couldn’t stand, it was injustice.

Well, and the lies.

Okay, there are two things, but damn, I fucking hate it!

If there was a single person far away from uptight, it was her. It was him being an absolute dickhead, trying to make himself feel better. He, with his wounded ego from never getting her off and pressuring her for sex, now sought to place the blame on her.

She pressed the knife onto her arm one last time. It slid through her skin like a hot knife through butter.

Three times. Like always. Only this time, the relief she craved didn’t come. Frustrated, she stabbed the knife with force into the hardwood floor. The loud thud issuing from it resounded in the empty room.

She turned around to let herself fall backward onto the floor while she stretched her legs up against the wall. The cold hardwood beneath her felt warmer and softer than her heart right now. Lying here, she let herself take in the sensation on her arm, the warm blood slowly floating out of the cuts with their sweet prickling sensations. It was supposed to hurt more. Make her more grounded in reality.

What have I done to always get hurt?

Why can’t I, for once, be happy?

My whole life is such a fucking mess.

My entire childhood, just everything.

Even after all those years, it still hunts me.

At that moment, to add to everything, her cat retched.

“Seriously?” she asked her, but the cat, of course, did not answer except for a derogatory look from her high horse of somehow being the superior species. Maybe she was. For sure, she was.

Getting up to clean up after her? No energy left. What did it matter anyway? Her body felt heavy as if her bones were made from steel.

Completely drained, she reached mindlessly for her phone. Her last resort was to numb herself to doom-scrolling on social media.

When she opened Instagram, she almost dropped her phone on her face. Her heart plummeted, and if she hadn’t been lying on the floor already, it might have just slid out of her body.

“You’ve got to be kidding me!”

There it was – a lovely image of Sami and Chris on a beach, she in a white dress with a fucking ‘Just Married’ arch around them.

After a fucking week!

Her eyes flew to the caption.

“You. Always,” she read out loud to make herself process it. Three hearts followed the text.

This is a joke, right?

Only it was not. Her mind started spinning again in a blurry hurricane of blind, uprooted rage.

She needed to get the image out of her mind. Fast. So she scrolled.

Her eyes fell onto an ad. ‘Do you want to be happy? Live the life you deserve? Learn how to attract whatever you want in only four hours.’

What bullshit. And only to prove her point, she clicked on it.

There was this woman, Lauren T. Sanders, her name, long brown hair playing softly in the wind, covered in golden tattoos, while she sat with her legs crossed in an expensive-looking house with a view of palms and the ocean.

She talked about how her life radically changed for the best after she used her method. How she manifested all her wealth by changing her energy and mindset. And how everyone could do it.

Utter rubbish, she thought, and threw her phone in the corner while letting herself fall back down onto the hardwood.

If it’s that easy, poverty wouldn’t exist, nor injustice, no racism or exploitation would happen, and everybody would be rich as fuck. It’s the same shit my mother believed in, and look where it got her.

Unsure of how long she had been staring at the ceiling, but when her phone vibrated, the day had become night, and the blood on her arm had dried into a dark red crust.

Once.

Twice.

“Fuck off,” she cursed.

Thrice.

Only she couldn’t ignore it any longer, as curiosity beat exhaustion.

Hello FOMO, old friend.

So, she heaved herself off the floor and picked up her phone from the corner.

After she dismissed the battery warning, telling her to charge, she saw the stupid ad was still running, a big button bumping in her focus. ‘You’ll always be stuck if you don’t invest in yourself! It’s only $199 today.’

Ten points for marketing: making people believe they need to invest in someone else to make their problems go away.

As she slid down the notification center, she saw three messages from Julie.

Julie


Em, r u alright?




Gotta tell you sth




Meet in an hour, Stone’s?




No, not interested.

Especially not at Stone’s, the rich people’s place where everybody was out of her league while rubbing it in her face how much of a failure she was.

Julie was her oldest friend and the complete opposite of herself. She was the incarnation of happiness. Her glass was always more than half full and endlessly refillable. She smiled so much, laughed energetically, and everything about her was simply magnetic. She had loving parents who had their lives under control, weren’t sick, and, on top of all, financed her life, so she had a debt-free start with an Ivy League education.

Julie got the perfect job in her dream company straight out of university because Julie had something she didn’t: connections, discipline, and an enthralling trust in life. Everything she touched became somehow a success, and on top of that, she had this big circle of true and reliable friends.

She was not one of Julie’s reliable friends. She was a chaotic mess that always rescheduled last minute, had all the drama stories, and literally nothing she touched seemed to work out. But they had known each other since diaper days, so she was always considered when something was to be celebrated. And Julie celebrated a lot.

Julie


Em, I know you read it




Get out of your shell




we need to celebrate!!!




What’s the occasion?




Big. Tell you then




She groaned as she closed the app, absolutely not in the mood for anything loud and social, especially something like the Stone’s, where she had to get herself all dressed up. Chris had been the social one. He had dragged her with him to all those events and get-togethers, entertaining everyone, while she would have been anywhere but there. She loved her books, peace and quiet, cuddling on the couch with her cat.

The couch.

The couch stabbed in the guest room. 

The couch Sami and Chris fucked on.

Them getting married within a week.

Every muscle in her body tensed again, and with it came the bittersweet taste of everything being planned, and her anger got the best of her. To hell would she rot here while he was having the time of his life. She’d show him what he had lost.

Need an hour
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DEIS
PLAYLIST: LIFE (RADIO EDIT) - HADDAWAY


“Deis, they’re ready for you in five,” said Lisa from stage coordination while they walked through the backstage area. As the music played, the room became alive with thunderous applause and cheers, stirring an intense sense of anticipation within him. He could feel the energy radiating from the pre-heated mass out there, and when he stepped out, all the energy would not only be his, but he’d own them all.

“Mark the flagged ones. I’m gonna call out one and two in the first session,” he answered Lisa, scrolling through the report.

Suicidal and depressed. Perfect.

His heart pounded faster, signaling to him its readiness for the hunt, as he put the mic on. Checking in with Lisa, it was still off.

“Nervous?”

“Never, it’s gonna be a fun afternoon, as always.”

Lisa smiled back at him, and then his earpiece counted him in. It was time.

Fun indeed. Let the games begin.

“Are you reeeeeaaaaadyyyyy to finally break free?” he shouted into his microphone as he stepped onto the stage, clapping his hands. As expected, the masses cheered and celebrated him like a god. It was the magic of pumping people up with music and energy, letting them believe they could do anything.

Give people hope, and they’ll do anything. So easy. So predictable.

“So, here’s what we’ll do today. You’ll let go of everything holding you back, and you’ll create the future you want and deserve. How does that sound?”

More cheers.

“Who is ready to finally become themselves? Finally live their dreams? Finally, be the creator of their own reality? Say yes!”

People cheered again, and the entire hall shouted, “Yes!”

Good.

“I can’t hear you!”

And they cheered louder, people jumping up to the music.

“Still, can’t hear you. Do you really want it?”

Now they went feral.

Yes, go get high on the energy highway. Open yourself up, break free, and remove your rational filters.

“At the end of this weekend, you’ll go home, and you will fucking show up. You will change and take responsibility for your life. Who believes it to be possible that their life can completely change in a single weekend?”

Many hands went up, but not all. There was the red dot, the first mark, number one. And he did not lift his arm.

Perfect.

So he went down from the stage and walked almost twenty rows towards the guy. A pathetic sissy, how he stood there, all shy and giving him the ‘I-wanna-be-everywhere-else-but-here-vibes’ accompanied by those empty eyes. He’d make a great toy.

As he walked up to the man, he signaled the crew with a short wave of his hand to get him a microphone. As the guy realized he was singled out, his whole body tensed and was on the verge of fleeing as he backed away. But he would not let him.

“Stop.”

He stopped. Like prey frozen from sensing its reaper.

“What’s your name?”

“Liam.”

“Liam, why are you here?”

“M-My mother told me to go.”

Stuttering. Insecure. Prey.

“And what is going on in your life that needs to change?”

“I, I–” said Liam, and he rubbed one of his hands against his thigh. He could sense Liam’s discomfort and nervousness with a prickle in his nerves, which gave him a thrilling rush.

“Tell us, Liam. You need to get out of your comfort zone. I can feel you, with all my heart. It can be so hard to step into the light, but you need to take responsibility.”

It was a blatant lie, but it was exactly what Liam needed to hear.

“I have no hope for the future. Tried to kill myself last year, and nothing seems to work out.”

Admitting it so fast, so easy.

“Thank you for sharing this with us. You are so strong.”

The fuck you are. You are weak and I will have you for breakfast.

“I wanna show you something.” And he asked the room, “Who else has had thoughts of killing themselves? Lift your hands.”

The hands of about one-third of the people in the room went up.

“You see that, Liam? You are not alone. It is time for you, for you all, to step out of the shadow. It is time for you to let go of that excuse of a life and claim your spot. And when you come home from this weekend, you’ll do exactly that. Understood?”

Yes.”

“I can’t hear you!”

“YES!” Liam shouted into the mic.

“That’s what I want to hear. Now, tell me, when was the last time someone hugged you?”

“I can’t tell–”

“Do you have friends or a girlfriend?”

“No,” Liam said with a pitiful pain in his voice.

Even more perfect.

He pulled Liam into a hug, a tight one.

“You deserve to be happy. You deserve to be seen, Liam. I see you. With all of my heart. And everyone else here sees you too.”

“Thank you,” Liam whispered, tears running down his cheeks as he cried against his chest.

Oh, I am so going to eat you.

“Now, let us all celebrate the first day of your new life.”

[image: ]



“It was phenomenal, Deis,” shouted Mark on Sunday afternoon.

“How many sales?”

“4.95 million.”

Definitely a record. Fear-mongering and promises of healing and change absolutely did their magic. Desperate people would grasp every last straw. It was all just a matter of exploiting what a person desired most, finding out their deepest pain points, and then striking. People don’t want to change; they want to buy a comfortable, magical solution because humans, by nature, are lazy.

“How many were there in the end?”

“Over three thousand people.”

“And how many are there going to be in Canada?”

“Half, but Vegas is already at four thousand.”

Good. Very, very good.

“Mark, make the marketing for New York next year even more specific. I want more Liam’s. They make the best.”

“He booked two of the online events in January and March, and also signed up for the monthly mentoring.”

As I said, desperate people make the best customers. And Liam had turned out to be even better than he expected. Insecure, agreeable, and so easy to manipulate.

“Deis,” it was Edward’s voice, his most trusted security detail, who pulled him out of his thoughts.

“What is it?”

He just wanted to revisit Liam’s sweet little whining resounding in his ear as he stripped his soul bare.

“Delilah. France went as planned.”

It was all he needed to hear to feel a deep satisfaction warm him from the inside. Years of planning would finally pay off.

“Let’s get back to Manhattan, you can brief me on the way, have the jet ready.”

“Everything’s on there,” said Ed, handing him a tablet. “They got all the footage. Delilah acted as you expected. Daddy wasn’t with her; he’s in the Congo with the whole PR team.”

“The mines?”

“Yes, it’s crap shit. They’re trying to reframe the child labor and exploitation.”

He scrolled through the reports until he reached a set of photos.

“Ed, what am I looking at?” he asked, holding up the tablet and turning it, so Ed could see the screen in the rear mirror.

“Delilah and her extracurricular activities.”

“I am aware, but who is it?”

“Eden Baker”

“Jimmy’s son? Isn’t he like eighteen?”

“Seventeen.”

He couldn’t help but smirk. Things couldn’t have gone any better.

“Well, that’s a fortunate addition to the plan. Have you finalized the deal with Bloom?”

“Tomorrow, 3 p.m. We are already prepping everything as planned.”

Good, really good.

And his thoughts wandered back to the image forever imprinted in his mind. The girl he had seen all those years back, with her dark brown hair framing those mesmerizing dark green eyes with an ever-consuming darkness in them.

You’ll be mine. Soon.
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: TRADE IT FOR THE NIGHT - HAEVN


Instant regret overcame her as she stepped out of the elevator leading into the entrance to Stone’s Bar. Not only was she half an hour late, as always, but the bar was packed with more than double the people usually frequenting, and just seeing all those people made her shoulders tense.

Stone’s was a rooftop bar in the Waterstones Tower in the Financial District. People with large bank accounts met here to either brag about their latest deals and acquisitions or to hear the latest gossip. It had thirty-foot-high ceilings, designed in a gold-matte black concept, including almost fifty different-sized golden chandeliers hanging from the ceiling.

Overall, it screamed of money and was exactly what she hated. However, it had one of the most amazing views of the city, which was undeniably awesome.

The people here all looked as if they belonged. All the latest dresses and tailored suits from all the brand names she could not remember, while she, so indecisive she sometimes starved instead of choosing a meal, couldn’t find a dress she felt good in. So, she went for something very simple, which now made her look extraordinarily out of place. No fancy brand names, no custom fit. Nothing to catch any onlookers’ eyes. Just something that didn’t add up to her feeling of discomfort. Now, she regretted the last-minute decision she had made to prevent an emotional breakdown.

So, she wore a simple black blouse with see-through long sleeves, tucked into high-waist, wide-leg black pants softly cascading around her legs. Alongside, she had decided on a pair of black loafers and a clutch, as high heels weren’t her thing at all because they made her taller than she’d like.

She kept her long, currently dark brown hair open, styled with beach waves and parted in the middle. It was the best she could do today to tame the mane of annoyingly thick hair and keep it in check. The makeup she chose kind of plastered her skin, but it was a protective mask between her and the rest of the world, although she kept it light and simple. The black-rimmed, round glasses she usually wore out of the same reasons resided in her pocket, just to not add to the overall uptight impression her outfit must give.

The sole reason she was so late was the time she needed to conceal the fresh scars on her arms. It took her four layers and a lot of fixing powder until the traces of her loss of control were securely hidden.

Among all the colorful dresses, she looked like a widow coming from a funeral; she sure felt as much. The alien in the room. It always pinched her in her stomach – the everlasting feeling of being different, somehow even disconnected. Never really fitting in. Always having to put on a mask. Like now. To survive this evening, she had to put on a mask, something just as exhausting as existing these days.

Just go home. Get a book, escape into a different world, her inner voice told her.

And without further thinking, she followed it. So, she turned around and hit the button for the elevator a couple of times. As if that would speed it up.

“Em!”

Fuck.

She groaned. So much about escapism.

As she turned around, she was blinded by a yellow canary flying at her. After her eyes recovered from the first impression, she saw it was none other than Julie Regan, wearing a yellow cocktail dress so bright it made her eyes burn only from looking at it for two seconds. Brightness aside, it was the perfect fit for her beautiful curves and luscious shape, which she so envied. She wore her long blonde hair in soft waves to one side, which bounced with each of her steps. A big yellow flower with a just-as-yellow feather pinned in it. Her whole appearance was totally over the top, but that was exactly what Julie loved.

A big, wide smile, as usual, on her face – impossible to overlook, as she had chosen a strong, bright red for her full lips. On the whole, Julie was the personification of bright, shiny, and sexy.

“Oh, it’s so good to see you!” And with it, Julie’s arms slung around her in a tight hug. She was no hugger, but she had learned the world she resided in was a hugging world, so she had to learn to adapt eventually. In her mind, she observed them from an onlooker’s perspective, and it made her laugh internally. The black widow and the bright canary hugging.

“Good to see you, too, J,” she said, while patting her a bit on the back in the hopes Julie would finally let go of her.

“You won’t believe what happened!” she said, beaming at her with sparkling eyes, finally releasing her from her arms.

“Care to enlighten me now?”

She was curious. Absolutely. Although she suspected it to be either the announcement of her engagement, expecting a baby, or a promotion. All of it pinched her stomach.

She hadn’t told Julie about Chris, but she’d sure seen the photo on Insta too. Julie was generally always online. And as she didn’t ask where Chris was, it gave her confirmation enough. Julie would inevitably come around later, asking for all the smutty details.

“Come,” said Julie, taking her arm.

The good thing about walking with Julie was that everyone made room for her as if she were walking on an imaginary red carpet. Fabulous as she was.

The bad thing, however, everyone stared. It gave her a feeling of being surrounded by paparazzi, and it made her wish to become invisible. But Julie loved it. Her personality filled the room, and it did not matter whether people were deep in conversation; when Julie passed, they interrupted whatever they were doing and looked up.

They made their way through the guests, straight for one of the huge round golden tables at the window front with a north view towards the Empire State Building. There were more than a dozen people seated around it, which made her groan internally, as it would require small talk.

She could see Julie’s boyfriend, Carl Pearson. At least she would have one person to talk to. He was an alien, too. Although he was eloquent, well-mannered, and held a PHD in Physics. He was a bit nerdy at first impression, and while he tended to blend in with the surroundings, there was a lot more to him than he let on – overall, he was a perfect fit for Julie.

With him sat Caleb. Caleb Harris, a big fish in the NBA, who only possessed two outfit styles: sportswear or suits. Both he rocked like no one else. Today, he had chosen a light blue, definitely tailor-made suit that looked absolutely fabulous with his dark skin. But, aside from the optics, Caleb dedicated his life to fighting the injustice in this country, which was almost the only reason why he relentlessly pursued a basketball career. To use his celeb-status for changing the status quo. It was something she admired so much, as she lacked a purpose as much as discipline in all areas of life.

Glancing further over the table, she saw Kai sitting with Cat and Sienna, two of Julie’s best friends. Sienna was six foot one of perfection, originally from Italy, notoriously single, but regularly dating two or more guys, mostly men at least twice her age. Sienna always wore her soul and heart on her sleeve, something she valued, but somehow, she couldn’t stand being around her too much, as she usually left her with a feeling of being the ugliest and most irrelevant person on the entire planet.

Then there was Cat. Her family immigrated from South Korea in the 1960s, and although she put much effort into showing how different she was to her family, she chose the same career as her father: neuroscience. Her whole body was plastered with tattoos, while her rose hair suited her and her overall appearance a lot.

Today, Cat wore a loose black dress with a huge neon pink number 333 on it. Cat rocked it, but she herself could never wear anything like it. Her first rule of clothing was to never draw attention to herself. In her nature, Cat was very closed up and let no one look into her cards, unless she had a gin and tonic too much, but even then, she let no one entirely in. Except Kai. They had some sort of relationship; the exact details, no one knew, but it was, from the looks of it, quite consuming, figuratively, not literally.

Kai was thirty-seven and roughly ten years older than all of them, non-binary, and one of the best attending neurosurgeons in the entire country. They were the wonder child, graduated high school at thirteen, best in class in med school, and became the youngest attending neurosurgeon in the whole US at the sweet age of twenty-nine, while also completing a PHD in neuroscience.

Why and for what Kai enjoyed hanging with a bunch of twenty-something's, she didn’t know. But, once warmed up, they were quite engaging to talk to. At least they usually skipped the small talk and went straight for the deep, life-questioning topics. She loved it. Although it always left her with a bitter taste of not being enough. She, among all those utterly successful people, ate cold, leftover pizza for breakfast, sat on the floor in the lack of a table, and was absolutely lost as to what to do with her life. She had dreams, of course. So many. But somehow, nothing ever worked out. So eventually, she had given up following them.

“Soooooo,” beamed Julie next to her, radiating an uncomfortable, vibrant energy all over her. “As you are all here now, I can finally tell you the big news!”

Everyone turned towards them, staring. It made her so uncomfortable that she wanted nothing more than to disappear into a black hole. Without drawing too much attention, she slipped from Julie’s side and aimed for a spot at the glass front, where she tried to blend in with the scenery. From here, she had the whole bar in view, and the sheer amount of people she looked at overwhelmed her. Too much noise. Too many

Remember why you’re doing this. But even channeling her rage did not work.

Julie worked as an aspiring partner in a huge PR agency, actually one of Manhattan’s best. With her character, nothing was out of the ordinary. And, well, not to mention, the CEO was her father’s best buddy.

“As you all know, I’ve been with Bloom PR for quite some time now, and not only did I manage to acquire our biggest client ever today, but I was also made managing partner!” she said, while beaming at them with her huge smile, her bold, glowing red lips showing off her white teeth. Everyone clapped, and Sienna even cheered. Julie enjoyed every last bit of being in the middle of attention.

“Soooo, let’s celebrate.” She lifted her glass. “Evening’s on me, guys.”

Carl stood up and slung his arm around Julie.

I was right. Promotion. Wonderful. Julie is now a managing partner in a big firm, and I got fired from the bar last week.

Distracting herself from the stinging thought of being worthless in comparison to all the others around her, she let her eyes sweep around the bar, and everyone looked at Julie.

Every-fucking-one.

Except for an icy chill prickled down her back as she met his eyes for a fraction of a second. There he stood, leaning leniently at the bar, staring at her with piercing eyes and a slightly tilted head.

She glanced behind her as she thought he was staring at someone behind her, only to be reminded there was nothing but the massive window front behind her.

She looked back at him with his very expensive and yet casual-looking linen suit, shouting money all over it.

He is definitely staring at me. With the middle finger of his right hand he traced the rim of the whiskey glass on the bar’s counter. Her eyes wandered from his big and strong-looking hand over to his chest. His shirt opened almost a button too much, and it left nothing to guess how muscular his chest was. His face strong, the jawline absolute perfection, and the eyes framed by thick, trimmed eyebrows. And then, the hair.

The hair!

Naturally blonde, curly, and so full, probably every man on the planet envied him. He wasn’t the tallest, but it suited his whole appearance, with his muscular touch and tanned skin. It gave him an Italian-surfer-boy vibe, only one coming from really old money. And instead of looking at Julie like everybody else, his ice-blue eyes pierced her.

His gaze, so intense, it stripped her of everything down to her bare, raw soul. It was uncomfortable, and yet something in his gaze made her core flutter. His gaze had hooked her on, as if he somehow pulled her towards him by an imaginary rope. There was neither a smile on his face nor softness in his eyes. The energy he radiated was consuming and just as strong as his facial features.

Everything about him shouted danger – someone to stay far away from. But his offensive stare and radiating presence mesmerized her. She stared back into his eyes, and while their eyes locked, the entire room disappeared.

The buzzing noise vanished from her ears, while the mingled scents of all kinds of perfume bedazzling her senses evaporated. All the people—gone. It was only him and her. The intensity of their connection made her chest heave up and down from her fastening breaths. And somewhere, deep down in her core, an electrified heat spread in prickling waves through it.

Holy. Crap. Shit.

Suddenly, she heard everyone cheering and clapping. It ripped her from their gaze, and as her eyes flashed over to Julie, noise streamed back into her ears. Voices, music, clapping, cheering. She hadn’t even heard what happened. But, as she saw Julie and Carl hugging, and an enormous diamond ring on Julie’s finger, jumping at her, she knew exactly what had happened. Carl used the special day to propose.

They are getting married.

Married.

Ignoring the sinking feeling in her stomach, her eyes flashed back to the bar, but the mysterious guy was nowhere to be seen. She let her eyes sweep through the room, but he was gone.

Or did she imagine it? All the pain in her life might have fried her brain to the point where she imagined people staring at her.

Julie is getting married. Like Chris and Sami.

Everyone hugged Julie. Celebrated Julie. Laughed with Julie. While everything in her clenched watching it. The image of Chris and Sami getting married replayed again in her mind while she just stood here, all alone. A coldness slowly crawled up in her, overtaking her insides as if the temperature in the room had dropped to way below zero. Her fingers began to tingle, bringing the foreboding of fear with it.

Fuck.

A heavy rock of broken dreams and lost time appeared in her chest, bringing with it the awful feeling of not being able to breathe properly.

Everyone else always got everything they wanted. Perfect lives paraded in front of her, rubbing her under the nose how incapable she was.

Her pulse raced.

Faster.

And faster.

Until her heart pounded against her throat to the point of feeling like jumping out of it. It raced for survival against the thoughts haunting her mind. Her chest heaved up and down ever so fast as all the surrounding noises zoomed in heavily on her.

People talking.

You’re such a loser.

So many voices.

You’ll never be like them and belong.

Glasses clinked against each other.

You can’t even handle an evening out.

Laughter so loud it almost made her ears burst.

You are incapable of having fun.

It was too much.

People only like fun people.

Her stomach revolted.

Look, how you don’t belong here.

She had to get out of there.

Without a glance back, she rushed for the elevators. The walk was half a run towards it and seemed like a million years.

Arms brushing against her.

More voices.

So many different scents.

Her breathing flattered.

Her vision blurring into a tunnel.

Elevators. Get to the fucking elevators.

When she finally reached them, her heart pounded heavily against her ribcage as if she had just run a marathon. Sweat pearls searched their paths down from her forehead and between her breasts, trailing over her skin with their cold and yet heated sensation.

Button. Press the damn button.

It took her three tries until she managed to push it with her now completely blurry and distorted vision. Everything was so far away.

Why is it taking so long!

Fuck!

Everything’s spinning.

So far away.

The floor.

Spinning so far away.

I can’t feel my feet anymore.

Grounding.

I need to stay…to stay.

And just when the world disappeared around her a shudder rushed through her entire body. So uprooting, she had to close her eyes for a second. The presence behind her engulfed her before she even heard him.

“Are you leaving already, ma belle?” he asked with a deep, calm voice while his breath trailed against the back of her head.

Fuck.

Not right now.

She couldn’t be seen like this.

Especially not by some random guy.

Despair added to the cocktail of self-loathing, panic, and fear, intoxicating her entirely.

Her heart hammered against her chest.

Faster.

And faster.

And faster.

Skipping beats, her mind became fuzzy.

There it was, the all-consuming fear of dying.

Not getting enough air.

She sure would collapse any second now.

I need…I can’t – fuck.

Stretching out her arm, she tried to find the wall and tried to keep herself steady while she was being whirled through the universe.

And that very moment, she believed the world to collapse around her, he stepped around her. His hands wandered around her waist to her back as he pulled her strong into his grip.

Physical touch.

She tried to push herself away from him. Being hugged or, more like, pressed against the body of a total stranger was certainly not something she would do. And yet, she could not deny the sensation of calming warmth radiating through her chest from it.

Consuming physical touch.

It can’t be.

So she tried to push herself off him, but he did not let go. His hand even wandered further up behind her head and pressed it forcefully against his chest, right where the opening of his shirt was.

Everything in her revolted for a moment.

But the second she rested the side of her face on his chest, the slow and steady sound of his pounding heart resounding in her ear while his calm breathing lifted his chest up and down in a slow rhythm of relaxation, something in her gave in.

“Deep breaths, in and out,” he whispered at her. “Follow mine.”

It was so easy to follow his command.

She breathed in ever so deeply, allowing air to flood her compressed lungs as she focused on syncing with his breathing. And eventually, all her body tension fell from her like water rushing down an open drain. Her muscles loosened, and she almost let herself collapse into the arms of the dangerous stranger.

Was it weird? Oh yes. But right now, she didn’t care. It simply did not matter. Nothing mattered. Because he knew how to calm the waves that threatened to drown her.

“Good girl,” he said softly while stroking with his palm over her hair.

Maybe it was owed to her state, but normally she would’ve never ever let anyone call her good girl, nor stroke her hair, but the way he did it, the sound of his voice purring from his chest, how he held her – it all made her feel so grounded. There was no judgment in it, just being.

While they stood there, time wasn’t a thing anymore. It could’ve been hours, days, or minutes. The surroundings didn’t exist anymore; she didn’t even hear the loud bing of the elevator until he spoke.

“Let’s get you home,” came his whisper, brushing a strand of her hair back. And she just let herself be pulled into the elevator with him.

The entire ride down, he leaned slightly against the wall of the elevator, holding her tight in his arms. It was a weirdly satisfying feeling. He did not let go of her, nor did he loosen his grip, not even for a tiniest bit.

Waves of shudder trembled through her body by now, all the stress falling from her. And he was just there. The stranger, who felt like she’d knew him forever.

They arrived on the ground floor, and he pushed himself off the wall with her. His arm wandered around her back. He still did not let go of her. And as they stepped into the lobby of Waterstones Tower, he took out his phone with his free hand to send a quick text.

“My driver will be here in five,” he told her while he read the response. “Where do you live?”

His driver.

Of course he has a driver, she thought, rolling her eyes.

“Normally, I don’t allow anyone to roll their eyes at me,” he said quietly to her, “but I might make an exception with you today.” And with it, he brushed the reluctant strand of hair falling into her face out of it, and just for a single brief moment, the back of his hand brushed over her cheek.

A shudder rushed through her, shattering her ground while her inner world was on the verge of bursting. Heat from his words shot through her core like the Arizona sun burning down at noon. Meanwhile, the panic attack still clenched her bones.

“I–” she stammered, lost for words as she stared flabbergasted into these x-raying ice-blue eyes, unable to break the gaze. His eyes from this close proximity were unbelievable. The endless depth of an ocean reflected in them, which made them unreadable, while saying everything.

“Tell me where you live, so we can get you home.”

A part of her didn’t want to let him know where she lived. He was dangerous; all of him shouted it. The strong build, the eyes full of darkness, the words he spoke, the way he moved and acted. Not to forget the mess she lived in.

“How about we start with names?” he asked her casually. “Deis.” He held out his hand to her. “And you are?”

“Em–Emma,” she stuttered from all her trembling and considered his hands for a moment. They were big, with visible knuckles, a big golden ring on the middle finger of his left hand. It did not look like a wedding ring, more like one of those old seal rings. She made a mental note to investigate the ring further and took his outstretched hand.

His hands are so fucking soft! And in an unhinged fraction of a second, she felt his hand glide over her naked form in her mind.

Fuck. I need to get a grip on myself! He’s dangerous!

His expression was unreadable, yet so intense, almost as if he stripped her of all her masks and clothes.

It seemed like hours were passing as they just stood there, him not letting go of her hand, not that she minded. Instead, he caressed with his thumb over the back of her hand.

Holy crap shit. So he is feeling it too. Or maybe he has even worse images playing in front of his inner eye.

“Emma is a beautiful name,” he said. “Last name?”

“Richardson.”

“Related to the famous Dan Richardson?” he asked her with his deep voice. It was so deep it went right to her core, humming a beautiful song of calmness in her.

“No. I’m not one of those famous, successful people like the others at Stone’s.”

Gods, keep your mouth shut, she cursed at herself.

“Mhm,” he said with a soft huff. “Figured as much.”

“If that’s supposed to make me feel better, not working.”

“It was not. See it as a compliment.”

“A compliment?”

“I just felt you didn’t want to be one of those people,” came his answer, and for the first time, she saw the hint of a smile run over his face.

Those people.

Does he mean Julie and friends?

Or the famous, successful ones in general?

Although it doesn’t matter in the end, I don’t want to be any of them.

Only I do.

Part of me.

I just want to have a place somewhere.

But his words, it’s so weird.

How is he able to read me just like that?

Maybe because you’re dressed like death in a cage of colorful canaries, answered her inner voice.

His eyes flashed over her head.

“That’s us,” he said, pointing at a black Mercedes G-Class outside.

G-Class. Black. Of course.

When they stepped outside, she saw it was definitely custom-made, much longer and somehow larger than a G-Class usually would be. The whole of it screamed mafia all over it.

Should I refuse and get myself a cab? Would be the wise choice. But then it’s only a car ride, she told herself. My life is such a mess anyway, it can’t get any worse.

So, she sent all the warnings, all the wise decisions into the wind and let herself be guided to the car by him.

The totally impassive driver opened the door for her without looking her in the eyes, and Deis almost lifted her onto the back seat. She was still shaky and trembling, so she didn’t mind, and he did so with no effort.

Whatever.

It was immediately clear this was anything but a normal G-Class. She knew quite a bit about cars, as it had been one of her obsessions as a teenager. The doors were much heavier and thicker than they were supposed to be, same went for the windows. She knocked against it. The sound was deep and saturated.

Yep, definitely armored.

Deis did not enter after her but stood outside the car, on the phone with someone, for at least a minute or two, giving her the chance to take in the car. It had this freshly manufactured car smell of new leather, mixed with perfume and a heavy scent of old whiskey and oak trees.

Her hands explored the car’s touch as she let them glide over the soft, almost silk-like leather. There was an emblem quilted into both rear seats. She tried to identify it, but the lighting wasn’t the best and her eyes still had a hard time focusing, but what she saw looked a bit like the horns of a ram with the number 333 in the middle.

What the hell is it with the 333 today?

A curved console separated the back seats. She opened it, just to investigate the car and maybe even get any further indication about who he was, but there were only two glasses and a bottle of whiskey in there. The only thing she recognized was the whiskey having a French label. Was he French? She only had his first name, Deis, and aside from being very unusual, it did not sound very French, nor Italian.

The door on her left opened, and he hopped into the car.

“Are you from France?” she asked him straight away, and his eyes wandered from the open console to the bottle in her hand to her eyes. Internally, she groaned at her inability not to blurt out anything.

“Quite the eye,” he chuckled. “My parents were,” came his casual answer while he seated himself, closing the door.

“Were?”

“They passed away when I was a child.”

“Oh.” It was all she could say. Everything else was a lie. A lie about being sorry for something she had no connection to or influence over.

“Let’s get you home then.”

“But…I’d rather–”

“I don’t care what you’d rather. You need a bed and rest from whatever got you all wound up.”

Bossy. Like most men with money, at least on the outside. It was something that bugged her. She held much dislike for men who thought themselves to be superior to others only because they were wealthy.

“What if I don’t tell you where I live?” She had to challenge him now.

“I already know where you live; we are driving there now.”

So he is a stalker.

“How did you find that out?” she asked him incredulously, putting the whiskey bottle back where it belonged.

In her mind, it crept up on her that he might be one of those guys she only knew from books or movies who always got their way, stalking the shit out of a woman and eating her like prey.

“I called Julie. I also told her I’d get you home safe.”

Okay, no stalker. God, I read too many creepy books.

“You know Julie?” she asked him with a drawn-up eyebrow.

“I’m a client of hers. Her best, she tells me.”

“Oh.”

Why do I always expect the worst in people?

He continued to stare at her, so intensely it felt as if she lay with an open chest on an operating table, and he was the surgeon staring into her, trying to figure out how to get the tumor out.

On the whole, it made her so uncomfortable she had to rub her hands over her thighs, and as that didn’t help, she broke the gaze and let it trail out of the window instead. Although she could still feel his eyes on her, her attention went to the streets of Manhattan. Rolling down the city that never sleeps by night in an armored G-Class probably was the most special thing she had ever done.

Armored G-Class. She reminded herself. Mafia vibes all over it. Maybe that is the reason I expect the worst of him. 

“You looked quite extraordinarily out of place tonight.”

“Yeah, thanks for pointing out my incompetence in dressing properly,” she snapped at him without looking. 

It made him chuckle. A chuckle, so deep, with an almost unrecognizable rasping sound in it, and to her disgust, it made her stomach flutter.

Gods, get a grip on yourself. He’s just a guy.

“I found it refreshing.”

“Bite me.” Her, wearing no fancy brands, all black, while the room was full of the entire color palette was sure not refreshing for a guy like him who could have anyone. He surely wouldn’t go for the black, incompetent funeral lady with the panic attacks.

“What happened to you?” he asked.

W-what happened to me?

“What do you mean?”

“I wonder what happened to you, why you feel so low about yourself?” His question hit her straight in the chest.

For a moment, it even rendered her speechless.

So he knew.

Am I really that easy to read? Damn. I need to mask it better.

“I don’t.”

“And I don’t like being lied to.”

It touched her somewhere so deep, because she hated it too, and now she was the one lying.

“Why do you even care?” she snapped at him.

“I find people interesting who don’t follow what’s socially dictated and just express themselves as they are. I don’t enjoy meeting the masks people put on, but meeting their souls.”

His answer seemed to be so honest. It made her feel seen for the first time. She couldn’t have phrased it any better, as it was exactly what she always felt like.

And maybe this small emotional connection made words pour out of her mouth without thinking. Or maybe it was her inability to shut the fuck up.

“What happened to me, are my parents, what they did as much as what they didn’t do. And if you like people who express themselves as they are, I am not your girl. I have no clue who I am, nor how to express myself.”

It was true. She was a nobody.

“But sure, no buttercup daisy,” she added with a little smirk, as for whatever reason her mind pulled up the image of Julie in her yellow dress. If she knew one thing, it was that she’d never be like Julie.

The laugh leaving his throat went straight down her spine in its beautiful rawness, meandering its way to her inner existence like a river splitting land.

“No, sure no buttercup daisy,” he sniggered. “They don’t get you. Your darkness. You, being different. But that doesn’t mean you don’t know who you are.”

She broke her gaze outside and flashed it towards him.

How does he know? How can he possibly know?

And when she didn’t answer, he whispered to her, “Maybe they are the ones who don’t know who they are. And if you ask me, I’d say the best way to know who you are is knowing who you are not.”

His words hit her like a bat to a ball.

And for the briefest of moments, for this one blissful fraction of a second, her self-loathing, her inner voice always criticizing herself, vanished. In this moment, with the stranger in his showing-it-off-in-your-face car, she had such a dislike for, she felt as if she could just be who she was.

She wasn’t faulty, wrong, or did not belong. Right here, right now, the weight of the Empire State Building she always carried on her shoulders was gone, as he quietened the waves of her mind into a still sea. A sea on which shore she stood, for the first time, breathing in the clear air of a beautiful morning with the rising sun after years of storms.

“To recognize darkness, one needs to know darkness,” he said it so casually, while for her, it contained the depth and wisdom of the entire universe in it.

He knows darkness. Well, he probably is the darkness himself.

Staring at him, a part of her screamed at her to run. Only it was too late. Because somewhere, deep in her existence, a longing had erupted like a volcano, and the lava of need burned down her insides. She did not know what his darkness was, and right now, she did not care, because to her, he was the fresh air filling her lungs. She could sense, deep down in her deepest core, that their connection would eat her like a roaring fire consuming every last bit with its flames – leaving behind a trail of destruction.

But hell, what do I care?
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: BLINDFOLD - SLEEPING WOLF


When she opened the door to her apartment, she was in a state of not giving a fuck anymore. Deis had insisted on escorting her upstairs; she was too exhausted to discuss further. So she went first into the dark apartment, him behind her. As he tried to turn on the lights, she said, “No lamp,” and went for the bathroom on the right, opening the door wide so its light fell into the empty entrance and living room. The apartment was a small apartment, so typical for Manhattan, with either those endless long hallways or none at all. Hers had none, so they stood directly in the living room.

“Did you just move in?” he asked while taking in what he saw – or not saw.

“No.” She had no wish to recall what happened here, so she went to the open-plan kitchen and turned on the light. “Do you need a refreshment or are you happy now, as I am safe home?”

“This is no home.”

“It is mine. Or was. Whatever.”

It sure was no home anymore, he was right, but there was no need to have it so shoved into her face. It was a mess of a home, like everything in her life, a beautiful reflection of her incapability.

And while she put her clutch onto the kitchen counter, separating the living room from the kitchen area, he walked through the apartment and opened the door to the guest room on his left.

Seriously!

“What happened in here?” he asked her and added with a chuckle, “Murdered someone?”

“Ever heard of privacy? Or manners?” she asked him as she walked to him, pushed him out of the room, and closed the door behind her, maybe a bit too forceful.

How I hate people invading my personal space!

“I have, but it’s all a facade,” he said, totally unconcerned.

He walked around and took in the apartment. A part of her wanted to strangle him. When he reached the books in the corner, he tilted his head to read the titles.

“I believe it’s basic human decency, so please–”

“Human decency is a concept made to control you. I don’t believe in it,” he interrupted her and picked up one of her books. It was Wuthering Heights. Brontë.

“Interesting,” he muttered. “Wouldn’t have picked you for a hopeless romantic.”

“I’m not,” she said, snatching the book out of his hand. “But I studied English literature for a year.” A horrific year, filled with people she never wanted to meet ever again.

He was way too nosy.

“You don’t look like an English lit person to me.”

“What do I look like to you?” she scuffed at him. “Serial killer? Black widow?”

He chuckled again. Kind of cheeky this time, a corner of his mouth twitching. But he did not answer.

“So why didn’t you finish?”

“Wasn’t my thing.”

“What is your thing, then?” he asked while his eyes wandered over all the other titles.

“Stop being nosy.”

“You don’t know. That’s why you’re avoiding my question.”

Gods, can he please stop behaving like he has it all figured out? Like I am an open book to him?

She didn’t answer. Instead, she went to the fridge, opened it, took out yesterday’s pizza box, and sat on the counter. Taking out a slice, she glanced over to him. Maybe it would scare him away; he surely wasn’t a leftover guy.

Only it did not. Much to her annoyance, he strode over to her, turned the box around so he could see what was in there, and stared at it as if there was a piece of art in there.

“Chicken with broccoli and teriyaki sauce, help yourself,” she said with a challenging scuff at him, feeling he wouldn’t be a guy who’d love to experiment with food. More like the control freak eating only healthy stuff.

“Interesting choice,” he said while the corners of his mouth almost twitched into a grin. Which was, undeniably, sexy.

With one swift movement of his arm, he gripped the wrist of her left hand, where she held the slice of pizza. He pulled, and she held it steady. With his head slightly tilted, he cocked an eyebrow, and as he stared her down, she gave in and let him take control over her hand. He moved her hand in front of his face and took quite a luscious bite of the pizza.

The whole situation was so weird, she was sure she was dreaming. And yet something about it was so real – so raw and out of the ordinary – it was kind of hot. A hot stranger eating old, cold pizza out of her hand in her excuse of an apartment.

“Better than I thought,” he said while chewing. This guy sure had no manners, although something about it was also refreshing. Chris had always been so tight about societal expectations and manners, the little hypocrite.

He then wiped with his thumb over his bottom lip.

Why is it so hot to watch?

Without warning, he grasped her jaw and pressed his thumb between her slightly parted lips into her mouth.

“Suck it clean,” he ordered.

Holy shit.

Flabbergasted didn’t even touch the weirdness of it. Yet, it was so arousing, she couldn’t help but act. So, she let her tongue trail around his thumb and sucked it once and then let go of it.

Judging by the malicious, knee-wobbling grin appearing on his face, it must have been satisfactory.

“So, what’s the story behind the room with the stabbed couch?” he asked, as conversational as if nothing had happened.

“Found my best friend fucking my fiancé, well, not-anymore-fiancé, on it. Last week. They got married today, found out via a post on Instagram.”

Saying it out loud, hearing it in the open, it was so abstruse it almost made her laugh.

“Reasonable reaction.”

“You think?”

I thought it to be more like a total overreaction of unregulated emotions.

“Well, better than stabbing them, isn’t it?”

“I suppose.”

Why is nothing weird with or to him? There is not a single trace of judgment in his eyes with their curious stare.

“I wouldn’t have been so reasonable,” he said, brushing back his curly hair with his hand.

Gods, he is so damn hot. How much I want to grasp that hair.

“Figured as much,” she said, while taking in every detail of his face now that she felt like herself again.

His skin was impeccable, something in his eyes had changed, they weren’t as cold as before, but they still looked as if he’d take out the big guns, literally, not figuratively - if necessary.

Well, maybe both, who knows?

He was the kind of toxic masculinity guy, believing he ruled the world. The Alpha, and everyone was beneath him. And rules, as much as laws, didn’t apply to him.

“Based on what?” he asked, the right corner of his mouth twitching slightly up.

“The overall appearance.” And as he looked inquiringly at her, she added, “I observe as well.”

“Noticed. So, what did you gather?”

“Enough.” She took another bite of the pizza with a small, smug grin on her face. It was like a little game they played, and it was as fun as it was annoying.

Without warning, he stepped around her knee and pushed himself between her legs, which dangled down the counter. His hands gripped her by the thighs and pulled her hard against him.

His scent. Holy shit.

And while she just let him do it in absolute bewilderment, with her cold pizza in one hand, he gripped the back of her head and a chunk of her hair by the roots.

He then tilted his head and took her in before he leaned in on her. Slowly, he trailed—without touching her skin—his lips from her collarbone to her neck towards her ear while breathing her in. It was like a hunter sniffing its prey. But instead of backing away, she let herself be consumed by the prickling shudder running through her body, goosebumps spreading all over her skin.

The voice then whispering in her ear was so dark, so dangerous, and damn, the hottest thing ever happening to her. “How I’d love to fill that venomous mouth of yours with my hard cock and fuck it till you beg me for mercy.”

The moment he said it, the pizza dropped out of her hand onto the floor. Her heart had skipped some beats and now raced, filled with dark desire. There he was, showing his true face for the first time.

But instead of running, she moaned only from his words and touch, filling her entire existence with longing fire. They hit her core like a bomb, right where her deepest, darkest, and most feral desires lingered. Everything in her vibrated. An absolute, engulfing anticipation, driven by lust, betraying her righteous feminist existence. Never had anyone used dirty words like those for her, but hell, it was good.

“Your scent is phenomenal,” he whispered with a deep growl, now trailing back down her neck with his lips only a millimeter away from her skin, leaving her with a sizzling feeling of tension between them. And before she could brace herself, he took out his tongue and licked from her collarbone up to her ear.

Damn.

He tasted her. Tasted her like a reaper’s quarry.

Was it weird? Yes. Double yes. But it was also fucking hot.

When his tongue reached her earlobe, he nipped and sucked it in for a moment before trailing his lips over to hers. Only instead of kissing her, he licked with his tongue over her lips too.

“Mhhhhm,” he breathed, hot against her skin. “You taste as good as you smell.”

“Do I?”

“Yes, sweet like summer rain, salty like the waves of the ocean. The perfect symphony, consuming all the senses.”

It was probably the cheesiest thing someone had ever said about her. It was like in one of her favorite books. The all-consuming male, saying all the right things. Only that those men didn’t exist outside books, and if they did, they were serial killers, vampires, or mafia. In other words, dangerous and more than unrealistic.

And yet, her mind played a movie in her head, how he would grasp her, kiss her with this all-consuming longing, rip her clothes off, and fuck her right here and there. Only the thought of it made her core prickle so intensely that she rolled her hips against his body. Bewitched by his scent and presence, she melted into his touch, much to her own annoyance.

“Tell me what you want.”

She bit her lower lip. There was no way she would put into words what she had just seen him doing in her mind.

“I’m the only one biting that lip.” And he forcefully gripped her jaw. “Speak.”

The way his tone changed, how demanding he got, underlined what she already knew. And if someone else, anyone, would’ve ordered her around like this, she would have been repulsed the very second. But here she was, being drawn to him by an invisible rope she could not explain.

It was hot, and it somehow quietened her mind. But not only her mind, her soul, too. Right now, right here, there was nothing she had to conceal, no mask she had to wear. Her soul stripped to its rawest part of being by a dangerous stranger. And whatever her mind told her to stay away, she did not hear it because he vanished her overthinking. There were no more consequences, no more poor decisions. There was just this sweet moment of freedom she had never felt before. It was so fucking dangerous, but damn, what did she care?

She stared straight into his eyes while he held her fixed, taking her time to answer, as she would not give the satisfaction of having her just that easy. And then she bit her lip once again, which triggered exactly the reaction she wanted. The fire that lit in his eyes burned her down to the core of her existence.
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DEIS
PLAYLIST: WOLF IN YOUR DARKEST ROOM - MATTHEW MAYFIELD


The evening turned out better than he could ever have expected. When he had RSVP’d, he did it mostly out of business reasons. He usually kept far away from places like the Stone’s, but Julie was a master of her arts, especially the art of persuasion.

The moment he laid eyes on Emma, a deep arousal caught him unguarded. There she stood, dressed in all black, looking like she would’ve been anywhere but there. She cared little about societal expectations and norms; she was an outsider compared to all the others. Something, that made her sweetly insecure, while her dark green eyes reflected the beautiful depth of darkness that matched his own.

You are perfection.

And soon I’ll have you.

There was no way she could leave, and when he recognized her panic, it was playing straight into his hands.

Right now, however, the girl who stared with deep lust into his eyes was different than the one he saw at Stone’s. There wasn’t the shy, strange girl anymore; instead, there was a goddess of lust begging to be released. On top of that, she was sharp and witty, both traits that would make things even more interesting.

Being with her, experiencing her, scenting her, sparked his interest even more. It would be phenomenal to fuck her mouth, gag her with his cock, and choke her until tears streamed down her face to the point where the air in her lungs became scarce.

His cock, already hard only from thinking of it, was taking in her intoxicating scent, which reminded him of that unforgettable night in the country years ago. A night that bewitched his mind forever.

It was as if he were back there; the pine-scented air filled with the essence of the forest nearby mixed with the sweet scent of wildflowers while the water of Paint River rushed down its path. And then the thrilling scent of burning wood trailed up his nose while the flames, voracious and unforgiving, consumed not only the house but also whispered confessions of sin.

Now that he finally touched her, smelled her, lust beyond anything took over. All he wanted to do was rip off her clothes, take her, and claim her as his. Only she had no idea what she’d got herself into. Not that he cared, but he wanted her fully. He wanted her to want him.

“Tell me what you gathered about me,” he inquired while he held her jaw as a prisoner in his hand.

I wonder how good you are at connecting the dots, ma belle.

And for a moment, she hesitated. A small flicker of insecurity in her eyes, but she answered, nonetheless.

Good, very good. Do what I tell you.

“Although you try to hide it, and I am sure most people will not see it, you’re consumed by darkness. You are, by all means, darkness personified. But you don’t fight it”—Oh, this is going to be marvelous—“you embrace it. All of you are dangerous, like a hunter going for its prey. You know exactly how to use yourself and others to get what you want. You are used to getting things your way, and you do not care about the how. You read people like books because knowing their strengths and weaknesses is what’s letting you stay in control.”

Perfection.

“And as you know all that, why don’t you run?” he asked darkly while he leaned in on her, so close he could feel her hot breath against his lips. The lavender scent of her hair bedazzled his senses. He couldn’t help but lose himself in the depths of her eyes, their dark green reminding him of standing in an endless forest at dawn. A depth leading into the sweetness of infinity with its million shades of green.

“Only prey runs,” she breathed against his lips.

Three words and a volcano of arousal burst from his core, raging through his veins and taking over. Without further thinking, he consumed her.

Their lips met with such force that it engulfed him in an explosion of lust. She, bending herself into his touch while he took her, claimed her. His tongue searched for hers, and they engaged in a heated battle of want.

As he took her face between both his palms, she melted into his touch, a deep moan leaving her throat. No, she was no prey. She didn’t run from the dark. She was consuming darkness herself. And he knew he could have his way with her. He would fuck every last one of her holes, claiming them, using them. Starting with her mouth. He could already see how her lips would encase his cock, taking in the whole length of it until...

What was that brushing against his leg?

And he broke the kiss with her to look down.

A ginger cat. Her fucking cat. Glancing reproachfully at him.

Perfect timing.

“Oh, hi Pi,” said Emma, pushing him back from the counter, only to slip down to the floor. There, she pulled the cat into a tight hug. Normally, he would’ve never allowed himself to be pushed aside for a cat. But the cat got her to kneel in front of him, which more than made up for the interruption.

“Interesting name choice.”

“I’m obsessed with numbers,” came her immediate retort, glancing up at him for a fraction of a second. “Pi is endless, so let me be delusional in the hopes he’ll live forever if I name him Pi.”

But he didn’t hear the rest of her answer. The moment she had looked up at him, it was only ever so short, but it showed him how good she’d be. Perfectly on her knees, her thighs slightly parted right in front of him. How gloriously she would stare at him, full of desperation, while he fucked her mouth.

Superb.

He could feel his cock harden even more.

I need her. Take her. Have her.

“Look at me,” he breathed out. He couldn’t help it. He had to see, feel, her eyes looking up at him again.

She didn’t react immediately, sure she sensed what he wanted, because when she did as she was told, she moved her head ever so slowly, deliberately, her eyes still on the floor until the very last moment. She took her time to stall him, make him burst from the heat of desire.

And then her eyes flashed up at him.

Holy fuck!

The way she stared, the intensity of it, the way she let her head fall back a bit further – she knew exactly what she was doing. And she didn’t do it out of fear, or because she fancied him. No. She wanted it. The game. The play.

He could see all the longing in her eyes, the challenge, even the provocation in them. It was controlling and devouring at the same time, as the ocean of darkness he so craved to reveal stared at him.

“So beautiful,” he said quietly, while he reached for her chin. He pressed his thumb onto her bottom lip and slowly wiped over it, smearing her lipstick over the edge.

He wanted to shove his hard cock into that perfect mouth of hers, feel her throat burst from his length and girth, see her cry from the pain – so hard it made her black mascara smudge.

And then he felt how control slipped from his fingers as images visualized in front of his inner eye. Images of her becoming unconscious from the scarcity of air while he choked her with his cock and his hand around her throat. He could take her right here and now.

I must control them. I must, or she will be prey.

But she didn’t let him get back in control.

Instead, she stretched out her tongue and swirled it around his thumb, inviting it into her mouth.

Fuck.

She sucked in his thumb, giving him the perfect taste of what she would do to his cock, playing him as much as he was playing her.

He could see his cock being sucked by that beautiful mess of perfection kneeling in front of him. How he hit hard into her throat, again and again and again, while his hands wandered down and choked her until her body would collapse. And as the sensation on his thumb heightened, he couldn’t differentiate between reality and fantasy anymore.

Fuck. Control.

“Stop,” he whispered with his last strength, and he grabbed her face and pulled her up.

He could immediately see the hurt of rejection in her eyes; she was trying to get away from his grip. But he wouldn’t let her.

So, her fear is rejection. That will make it even more interesting.

There she was again, the sweet, insecure little girl who longed so much for acknowledgment and praise.

“It’s not about you,” he told her while forcing her to look at him.

“Yeah, they all say that to comfort me, but the truth is, it’s always about me, and they just say it to calm their conscience.”

Brutally honest. I like it.

“I am not one of them.”

“Right now, you are, whatever you tell yourself.”

“I don’t want to destroy you, so it’s not a you, but a me thing.”

He observed every one of her reactions. Reading people was his most favorite thing in the whole world.

Is she going to get watery from the pain of rejection?

Or is she going to drive me out?

Or strike back?

It was always an endless game of interacting with humans, pulling their triggers, taking them apart, and seeing what was beneath their curated masks of existence.

“It is. Because you assume I can’t handle you. Because you think me to be what? Fragile? Too uptight?”

Bitterness in her voice.

So, she’d already had someone tell her exactly that.

She wiggled herself out of his grip and went for the door. Without another glance at him, she said, “Leave.”

Interesting, her strategy is denial and detachment.

If it had been a bet, he would’ve picked her for the angry tears, but there she was, surprising him again.

For a moment, he rang with himself. He thought about grabbing her, throwing her onto the kitchen counter, and fucking her until she collapsed into orgasm land, but he had no control right now. He probably would do more. The more that would rip her and her soul apart.

So, instead, he went for the door, and when he passed her, he put his hand under her chin and forced her to look up at him. Her eyes had lost their spark. If he’d had a heart, he would’ve felt for her. But he only saw the beauty of what he could do with her. Soon.

It was all about patience and control.

Today is not the day.

“There is nothing you can’t handle, ma belle. Nothing,” he whispered, and kissed her on the forehead before he left.
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: DOWN ON YOUR KNEES - FLORA CASH


She knew he was dangerous. She knew he was capable of things that would cost her everything. And yet, she wanted him. Wanted to be wanted.

And she knew he wanted her, too. But he did not allow himself. For whatever stupid reasons. Not noble ones, she knew as much. He was definitely anything but a noble man. He was a violent one. And maybe she just wasn’t good enough for him.

For blissful moments, she had felt alive, as if she could rule the world, and then, she was pushed away again. First Chris, now the stranger. And his fucking words as he left were lies. The lies people tell to make themselves feel better after they hurt someone. And there she was, thinking him to be different.

I should be so glad it turned out like this. Glad he didn’t destroy me.

Only she wasn’t. All of her longed for him to take her. But he didn’t. What kind of man had that level of control to pull away while she showed him what she would do with him? Only a man she wasn’t good enough for. A man who didn’t want her. Maybe she imagined it all. Just the same poor judge of character she had been with Chris.

Nobody wants me. Not even the devil himself.

Despair ate her alive, and the fucking apartment did the rest. She had sat on the hard floor, leaning against the closed door for the past hour, staring into nothingness. The void that was her life.

And then she stared again into Sami’s eyes as she came home early, ten days ago, because she got fired from the bar. All she wanted to do that day was cry and snuggle into Chris’ arms until the pain of failure might ebb - only to open the door and see the devilish smile tucked around the corner of Sami’s mouth the moment their eyes met. The flicker in her eyes. She wanted her to find out. The more she rewatched the situation in her mind, the more she revisited Chris’ words afterward; it became clearer every time.

‘You. Always.’ That’s what Chris wrote in the caption of their just-married post. So they had something from day one? Or even before Chris and her had been a thing? But why do it? Why get engaged in the first place? None of it made sense.

Her anger ate her once again from the inside. She had to get fucking out of this dung hole called home.

So, she launched herself from the floor, grabbed a coat, keys, and phone, and went out the door without a look back.

When she stepped out of the apartment building, she took in the air. Manhattan always smelled so special, especially at night. Yes, loads of waste and smog, but there was also the smell of sweet, endless possibilities. The fragrance of dreams and hope for a better life mingled with the fumes of lost souls and rush. The city so alive and, at the same time, so lonely. While some drowned in money, so many homeless people roamed the streets. The city was the incarnation of polarity - shadows and light.

People rushed past her as she walked down the streets and avenues. Seeing the city alive at night always had something magical to her, even after years of living here. Right now, however, it smelled like a rat’s nest.

Without a plan of where to go, she let herself drift wherever it would carry her. Her apartment was on 45th St, in Hell’s Kitchen, a lively area, and it was always loud, but the Manhattan buzz was imprinted in her existence from the very first day she had come here. Her whole life, she wanted to get out of that small town in Michigan, which she so loathed, and she took the first chance she got to leave everything behind. Nothing would ever make her return there. The place where it all started. The place that cost her everything.

She walked where her feet carried her, trying to clear her mind. By walking, she became invisible. Something she loved so much about this city. So many people lived here, and if you wanted, you could become an irrelevant existence within a single moment.

She turned a corner, and as she stared up, she saw the top of the Empire State Building, today colored typically in red, white, and blue. Although it was mostly a tourist magnet and New Yorkers tend to avoid it where they could, for her, it had always been a place of power, a place she pulled strength from, because it somehow connected her with her dreams. As a child, she plastered a wall under her loft bed with images from New York City, and whenever she felt overwhelmed or in pain, she would hide under her bed and stare at the images of the Empire State Building - hoping, one day, she would finally break free from the endless cycles of pain she lived in. The Empire State Building was her guiding star, the one thing that gave her hope, kept her going.

Not today, however. She looked at it, and there was literally nothing. Only the blackness of anger inside her. The pain of betrayal and being all alone. She’d fled to Manhattan, hoping life would be better. And here she was, in a different place, but somehow in the same life.

She let herself sink down onto one of the benches in Madison Square Park and took in her surroundings. A bench further along sat an old lady with an orange cat on her lap, who looked just as old as the lady with the white hair around her eyes and snout. The lady wore a very colorful, flowery dress, a leather jacket, and black loafers. At least, from what she could see without staring too much, five necklaces dangled around her neck, and she wore a hat with feathers on it. Overall, the outfit was somewhat iconic and somewhat absolutely daring. In one hand, she held an ice cream cone, and while she licked it, she talked to the cat as if it were a person; she even shared her ice cream with it.

Maybe I’ll sit here with my cat in fifty years, too, and talk to it because I have no one else. She closed her eyes for a moment, trying to release the pulsating hate for everything in herself, including herself.

She could hear dogs barking at Jeremy’s Dog Run and the typical Manhattan noise of honking, cars, people talking, and music. Especially in Madison Square Park with the Flatiron building nearby, it always attracted people, especially tourists, as it was such an iconic place. All those people, they all went on with their lives, buzzing around, meeting friends, going places, while she was stuck in endless circles of self-loathing and drama. And she hated herself for it. Everyone here had something to do, hustle, do better, goals to achieve, dreams to follow, get more, be more. And she became less with every day.

When she opened her eyes, the world around her was still the same.

“Are you all right, dearest?” It was the old lady, looking at her with a knowing smile on her face.

“I…um…yes.”

Normally, she didn’t chat with strangers.

“You don’t look like it.”

Leave me alone.

“I’ll manage. Thanks for asking.”

“When I was your age, I had no idea who I was and what to do with my life.”

Is it that obvious? She thought as she stared at the cat lady.

“Eventually, I stopped caring what others thought of me and became whoever I wanted to be.”

If it were as easy as that.

The lady stood up, walked over to her, and sat herself next to her on the bench, her hand reaching for her thigh. It was something she could not stand. Strangers touching her. Even if it was an old cat lady.

“I’ll let you in on a secret. You don’t need to know who you are, you don’t need to be anything. You just follow your heart. You love, you lose, you fall, you get back up. But never give up. It will get better, dearest. There will come a day when what belongs to you finds you, and then you’ll know.”

And with it, she stood up, took her cat, and went into the night.

Life advice from a weird old lady wasn’t something she could take seriously as of this moment, but somehow, it had been sweet of her. This lady was, in the end, everything she loved about New York City. Maybe this was some sort of sign. A sign of something up there she didn’t believe in, but whatever.

Out of habit, she took out her phone.

No messages.

Immediately, the feeling of loneliness consumed her again.

I am not important to anyone.

Maybe I should just move somewhere else. New beginning. New life.

But where?

And with what money?

She opened her banking app and stared at the number of her checking account.

-$333.33

Seriously? What is it with all the threes today?

One of her credit cards was definitely maxed out; her other might get her to survive for the rest of the month on canned soup. She had nothing to sell anymore, as she had sold so much stuff during the past three months. After quitting the job at the public library, the job at the bar didn’t pay enough to cover her costs, even with Chris. Without him, it was even worse. The library job hadn’t paid that badly, but she had been unable to stand it any longer because of the constant proximity to so many people. It had overwhelmed her every day a bit more.

Initially, she had thought it to be a great change of scenery after her hectic job in the agency, as it was quiet there. But she had been so, so wrong. Everyone had wanted something from her, constant small talk. Plus, endless days when time would simply not pass. Part of her wanted action and adventure, although she loved predictability, while the rest of her was exhausted only by existing. So she had worked part-time in a bar, which didn’t pay any better and also overwhelmed her daily, and her boss had been an absolute asshole. And as she couldn’t deal with being bossed around, it took exactly two months until she got herself fired.

Either to numb herself or out of habit, she closed the banking app and opened Instagram. First thing she saw was a photo Julie had posted forty-five minutes ago with the title ‘Guess what?’ And it showed them all celebrating at Stone’s. Julie showing her off her ring. Seeing it, not being part of it, made her heart clench so hard, it almost felt as if it would splinter, releasing more anger, like a toxin, into her veins—although it was her own fault. She wanted to belong, but when she was there, she couldn’t stand the duplicity—the story of her life.

She scrolled. Another stupid ad from that guru-girl telling her that her dream life was only one manifestation away.

Fuck you.

She scrolled further and groaned in her mind. Chris and Sami kissing half-naked in a bed of roses while she sat here alone on a lonely bench in Madison Square Park.

Madison Square Park.

Chris had kissed her here for the first time. For a moment, she thought about crying, but still, tears would not come. Instead, her emotions consumed her, encased her being, blinding and separating her from the rest of the world.

The world does not care about you. She let the destructive voice in her mind know.

She bent over and let her face fall into her hands.

You’re a nobody.

A worthless piece of shit nobody cares about.

You will never make it anywhere.

Your own mother doesn’t even recognize you anymore.

No one likes you.

No one wants you.

No one cares.

And as the voice in her head overwhelmed her, she couldn’t stand her own existence anymore.

She had to get out.

She needed a release.
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DEIS
PLAYLIST: BECOME THE BEAST (PREDATOR REMIX) - KARLIENE


He watched her walk block by block. Walking in circles, she seemed to have no goal at all. Now she sat for a while in Madison Square Park, on the bench with a beautiful view of the Empire State.

Something about her he couldn’t quite grasp. It almost intimidated him a bit, which was definitely a first. He was normally a master of reading people, but there was a puzzle piece of hers he missed.

“Ed, do you have her signal?” he asked his driver as he watched her pick up her phone.

He handed him the tablet with a traced signal on it.

“No messages?”

“No, she’s just checking her banking and Instagram.”

“Interesting. Anything else you found?”

“The ex is in Bali with the Peterson girl, just got married, Instagram is on the third tab.”

“The Peterson girl is her ex-best friend?” asked Greg. Greg was the newest member of the team, and it was his first field trip with them.

“Yes.”

He switched to the tab, and there he was. The typical ‘I studied Ivy League Finance and now I’ll rock Wall Street, I am entitled to it, piker’ jumping at him. He also saw the picture Emma had mentioned. It was really below the belt, and he would take care of them after everything else was done.

“How’s the mother doing?” he asked.

“Still in the home, her Alzheimer’s is getting worse by the day,” answered Ed.

“Her father died?” asked Greg.

“We could phrase it as much. Her father was a con artist, anger issues. He died when Emma was fifteen. The mother is the daughter of an import-export mogul, Augustin Schwartz, but was disowned after she married. Afterward, she was quite often in the ER, with domestic violence markers all over the files. She’s suffered from heavy depression for about twenty-five years now and has early-onset Alzheimer’s.” It was the official story, and all he could let Greg know until he had proven himself. 

“Markers in Emma’s files, too?”

“Quite,” answered Ed. “Deis, what I personally found worth a look at is a collection of old photos from the archives Jaz found recently. She used a handle there, but it is the same one she uses on Reddit on her current phone. They’re in the folder.”

Interesting, very, very interesting.

Maybe she was able to take more than I thought she could.

“Anything else?”

“Got fired again, as you already know. She really does switch jobs like underwear. Still not finished with her studies. The browsing history got quite extensive lately, a few irrelevant messages.”

She is lonely. And desperate.

“Define extensive search history.”

“The usual ‘how to be happy’ to searching bodily symptoms, but also interestingly, porn, med courses, and historical occurrences. A lot of it makes no sense to me. She’s either researching for the books she is supposedly writing, or her personality is kind of wild.”

Kind of wild. She sure is.

The only thing he was interested in was one thing.

“What kind of porn?”

“Quite similar to your tastes.”

It was all he needed to know. He knew it back then, and now he would prove it. The thought of it made his core prickle in anticipation. She had so many layers he would unpack until he would finally unveil her true existence. But most of all, she was so much more than he ever thought possible. He had suspected it had been nothing more than a feeling when he stared into those dark green eyes with the depth of all the forests in the world put together in them, but she was much deeper than any of them. And that was the very reason none of those idiots calling her friend got her.

But I do. And I’ll make her mine.

“She’s on the move,” said Ed, pointing towards the bench.

“Keep following her.”

“She’s aiming for Central Park,” said Ed after a while.

They had been following her for miles through half of New York City. She really had endurance. Although people in Manhattan were used to walking, her walk went crisscross from Hell’s Kitchen all the way to Downtown. She went over the Brooklyn Bridge through Dumbo and back over the Manhattan Bridge, where they had Greg follow her on foot. From there, she went all the way through Chinatown and Gramercy up to Midtown. On her way, she passed some nasty corners where a girl shouldn’t walk alone. But she just walked. Mostly with headphones in. Not even turning around once. The carelessness of it was quite extensive. She was either fearless or reckless, with not much regard for life.

Probably both.

“Central Park. Many dark spots. I’ll go on foot, be on standby.” And he reached for the hooded jacket Ed had already handed him. Somehow, he sensed he had to follow her himself this time. Or maybe it was the voice in him longing for a hunt.

He had to run to catch up with her, pulling over the hood. The hair on his arms stood up as he went after her.

Hunting.

He loved it. Nighttime hunts were the best of all.

She is no prey. Focus! came the reminder of his controlling part.

There she walked, forty feet in front of him. Never glancing nervously back as most women did.

Why wouldn’t she check behind her?

She took out her phone, glanced at it, and shoved it back into her coat. Checking his watch, he saw it was way beyond 1a.m., so she was not only doing something dangerous but also something illegal, as Central Park was closed in the nighttime hours. Not that he cared, but a certain feeling spread through him. This was not a coincidence. None of it was.

All his senses were on high alert as he scanned the surroundings for movement, for noise, for anything unusual. There were some people lurking by the bushes on his right, probably drunken teenagers from the sound of it. A homeless man on a bench, but nothing that called for immediate danger.

She took a turn into one of the lesser-frequented paths, even during the day. And then his heart began to beat faster. His muscles tensed. His whole body went on alert. Even before the figure stepped out of the shadows and walked up straight behind her. Emma flinched hard, and on the next corner, the enormous, hooded figure pulled her from the path into the darkness, under a bridge. She didn’t even scream.

Why doesn’t she shout for help?

Running towards the spot, he activated the alert button on his military gear watch, just to be sure Edwards would be on alert and could hear. Glancing around the corner to where the bear of a man had pulled her, he saw her being pressed against the wall—a gun pointed at her head.

Damn.

“What is a chick like you doing out here by night?” he heard the male voice say to her. She didn’t answer.

“Mhhhhm, nothing?” came another rasping sound. “I must guess then; you smell like you want to be taken.”

Why is she not fighting back?

“Here are the rules, sweetheart. If you scream, I’ll pull the trigger. If you don’t do what I tell you to, I’ll pull the trigger. If you mess with me, I’ll also pull the trigger. Understood?”

And as she didn’t answer, he heard a click, and the male voice hissed darkly at her, “Answer!”

“Y-Y-es,” came her shaky voice.

“Good, now turn around and open your pants.”

His whole body went into attack mode. Senses sharp, muscles tense, and focused on what was to happen. He had to intervene.

No one would touch her.

No one.

The only one who would take her was him.

“She won’t do any such thing,” he growled and stepped around the corner of the bridge poster, pulling out the gun from his belt, pointing it directly at the predator’s head, who froze.

“Remove your gun, asshole, very slowly.”

The guy did it without hesitation, with shaking hands. He gripped the gun, and the moment he did, he knew it was a fake.

“Step away from her.” He observed every one of his movements, waiting for a hint of a fight.

The guy had quite the body build from what he could presume. He took one step back, but then he spun around with the speed of a cornerback. The guy ducked and launched himself at him before he could safely pull the trigger – he did not want the bullet to miss the guy and hit Emma.

The guy’s impact was much heavier than anticipated. The hard ground beneath him and the weight of the man crushed his torso, and the gun flew out of his hand as his head hit the ground. A gasp of pain came out of his throat. It was exactly what he needed right now. Direct his obsession elsewhere, preferably into violence against those who deserved it.

The guy pushed himself up, and his fist crashed painfully into his face.

Damn. He was strong. This’ll be a good one.

He loved a good fight, but this was just payback for his attempt to rape her and a way to let out some steam, so he hit the guy several times in the face. Hard. Blood splattered onto his own face from the impact his knuckles made on the guy’s skin.

Then, two hands wandered around his throat, choking him, hard. So, he kicked with his knee against the guy’s balls and abdomen, but nothing happened. Next, he reached for his fingers, pulling both middle fingers, bending them back to the point of breaking until the guy finally loosened his grip—his chance.

“What does a little mother fucker like you want to do against me?” came the guy’s rasping voice.

And just when he wanted to make his next move, they both heard her.

“Nothing,” Emma said, standing behind the guy. “But I will.” And with it, she pressed his gun, the real one, against the guy’s head.

Unable to avert his eyes, he saw her in all her rawness, fearless as she seemed to be right now. There she was again, the girl he had seen before, with the darkness consuming her, daring, present, powerful. And he was one hundred percent sure she would pull the trigger.

“You either run now, or your brain will be all over the ground. I’ll give you three seconds. One…”

Gods, she is even darker than I thought.

“Two…”

The guy jumped up with the skill of a cat jumping from a hot stove and ran like a sissy. Way faster than he thought possible for a man of his stature.

When his eyes flashed from following him back to her, she just stood there, staring down at him, the gun now pointed directly at his chest.

Something about her look warned him not to break the silence, nor to move. It was a dangerous look that left him with an arousing curiosity. Her gaze wandered slowly down to the gun in her hand, back to him. And without another word, she threw it next to him, turned around, and walked away.

The hell she would walk away just like that!

So, he jumped up, too, took the gun, stored it back in the holster, and went after her.

“Ed, Greg, you listened,” he barked into the watch, while wiping the blood off his face with his arm, “he went west from where we are, size of a bear, black Carhartt hoodie, mid-long brown hair, green-ish eyes, trimmed beard, black no-brand sneakers, find him, take him down, attempted SA at gunpoint and battering.” And then he reached her. His heart was hammering in blissful anticipation against his chest.

“What the hell were you thinking?” he hissed darkly at her.

“What do you care?” she snapped back at him without looking.

So, we’re playing that game.

“I thought you had more regard for your life than walking dark places as a woman, alone.”

“So, you call me weak? Wasn’t it me who got the guy off you?”

“With my gun, after I got him off you, yeah.”

“You want me to…what? Thank you for stalking me? Shall I send flowers?”

Oh, you are gold, ma belle.

“Actually, you’ll come to my car with me so we can talk about whatever happened.”

“If you believe that I’ll set foot in your car ever again⁠—”

“Oh, you will, because what you did, strolling around here at night, was either because you are fearless or because you have no regard for your life.” Her eyes flashed at him with his last words.

So, it’s the latter.

“And either way, I will not let you walk around alone anymore.”

“Watch me.” And with it, she turned around towards the main walk.

Something in him snapped. He was much too aroused to let her go and only to teach her a lesson.

She had to learn.

He gripped her by the arm, pulled her back, and within a second, his other hand closed around her throat. Her eyes were wide but still arousing fire and darkness in them.

Leaning down, his lips almost touched hers. Her warm breath came against his skin, bringing the sweet-salty scent of her skin with it.

Her scent.

Intoxicating. Thrilling.

All of his existence wanted to lose control, but he could not – not completely. Very slowly, and with utmost deliberation, he trailed over to her ear, careful not to give her the satisfaction of touch. And when his mouth reached it, he whispered into it, “Next time, I’ll watch you being raped and post a video of it on social media.”

And while he did, he closed his grip around her neck even more and leaned back to watch her reaction.

There was no fear in her eyes. Instead, his words had lit a fire. A fire that burned him down only from staring back at him. It was way too good.

“Empty threats,” she said with a rasping voice as she almost didn’t get enough air. “Come on, do it.”

He had expected her to fight, to beg for mercy, to spit, even scream. But he had not expected her to challenge him. Did she see right through the game he was playing?

“Oh, ma belle, you’ll regret this,” he whispered.

And he took her by the wrist and pulled her back to where they came from.

Reaching the exact same spot under the bridge where the guy had tried to take her, he pushed her against the wall. The dull thud of her head hitting the wall was like music to his ears. She did not flinch. Neither when his hand gripped around her throat again. With his other hand, he took out the gun from his belt and held it against her head.

“Mhhhhm,” he growled at her, repeating the same words the assaulter used. “You smell like you want to be taken.”

“Here are the rules, sweetheart. You will kneel down, open your dirty little mouth like a good girl, and suck my cock. If you bite, I’ll pull the trigger. If you scream, I’ll pull the trigger. If you’re not doing it to my satisfaction, I’ll fuck your mouth until your throat bleeds. Do you understand?”

It was pure gold watching her fight with herself. And for a small moment, he thought she would fight him. He would’ve let her. But he knew she wanted it. She wanted to suck him from the moment he put his finger in her mouth.

“Yes, I understand,” she breathed out with a croaked voice from the choking.

The moment she did, his control crumbled. With force, he pushed her down and let go of her throat so he could open his pants. She knelt down, her eyes locked in his, staring up at him with an intensity that made a shudder run down his spine.

When he pulled out his hard cock, she did not look at it. Her eyes did not move a fraction of a bit from his, not even when she opened her mouth, and her lips slowly wandered towards it.

“No hands,” he ordered her.

Without hesitation, she let her hands fall down onto her knees. And when her mouth finally encased his hard cock, a moan-like gasp left his throat. The sensation of her warm, wet mouth enclosing him while the intensity of the situation prickled through him - it was more than he could’ve hoped for. Her dark eyes pierced his, while she slid down all his length until his crown reached her throat. Instead of immediately pulling back, she pushed herself on his hard cock. She enjoyed the moment. A moment that made him almost go crazy, because right now, she controlled him as much as he controlled her.

She wants it.

She wants me to do it.

To take her. To be taken by me.

When she finally moved back again, her tongue played along his shaft. Just as she reached the tip, her tongue wandered around it, drawing three beautiful circles around it, only to switch to a little suck and then go back to encircling his crown.

She did so three times.

The magical number three. Mhhhm, ma belle, you know without knowing.

And then she slid back fiercely with hard lips pressing around his whole cock. She pushed her mouth onto his cock, so hard it slammed into her throat while she neither gagged nor broke her gaze.

Like I said. Perfection.

It made not only him moan, but her too. He could see how much she enjoyed sucking his cock, as the lust spilled fire in her eyes, burning him alive.

It was the very look he would, from now on, have forever imprinted into his mind.

She then moved a little faster, always letting him hammer into her throat. It was too good. She was having way too much fun doing it. It was time to show her what she’d got herself into.

So, he pushed her by the forehead back into the wall until she could not move backward anymore, and then grasped the roots of her hair on her head. It was time for her to get her mouth truly fucked. He thrust into her mouth while simultaneously pulling her by the hair onto it. Every time he hit her deep, her head hit into the stone wall behind her with a dumb thud. Exactly what he wanted to hear. One last time, he pushed in, held it in, and let go of her hair while he stored his gun back into the holster on his belt. What was to come would be even better.

With his palms encasing her face left and right, the anticipation in him let him grin malevolently.

“You will regret this.”

And with it, he thrusted hard into her mouth, so hard it made her squeak and gag. But she did not fight it. He held his cock deep in her throat until her eyes became watery. It was all about seeing the desperation spread in her, the look of realization of being at his mercy.

And there it is.

He let go only for a moment, only to hold her head steady again and thrust into her mouth again.

Only this time, even faster, and harder.

What a phenomenal mouth to fuck.

He could feel her trying to move away with her head, but he did not let her.

“Don’t fucking move.”

Her eyes darkened, if possible, even more. His words had aroused her; she wanted it just as much. Seeing her roll her hips a bit with every one of his thrusts, he could see the lust burning him alive.

And then instinct took over.

He needed more. He needed to break her. Claim her. Take her. He needed to mark her as his. At the very thought of it, while feeling the sensation of her lips around his cock, he bent his head back, growling deep.

He wanted to go further; he wanted all his cock in her mouth. So, he pushed her head a little back. And then he thrust in. Just when he reached her throat, he pushed harder. He could feel her resistance. But he did not stop. He wanted his cock to be all in her. Whatever it would cost. He was big, and it would hurt like shit, and it was exactly what he wanted to see her feel.

And then she relaxed her throat.

Gods! So unbelievably good.

His cock slid in with all its length, leaving him with a burning feeling of utmost desire for her. He saw her close her eyes, tears streaming down over her temples into her hair. He held on for just another moment until he pulled back, making her gag and gasp for air.

So unbelievably good.

And then he pushed in again.

And again.

And again.

Every time more valiantly and just as deeply. So deep, the tip of her nose touched the skin on his lower abdomen.

She was gasping for air, tears continually streaming down her cheeks, and he loved it. At least what others understood when they said they loved something. For him, it was her glorious ability to take him, not fight him, enjoy him, and the pain, just as much as he did.

There was only a single thing missing to make it absolutely clear to her that he meant what he said. So, while his cock was full in her, her head pressed against the wall, he reached for his phone with one of his hands and pressed the camera and record button. The flashlight lit her beautiful face full of desperate tears and pain.

“I told you I’d make a video,” he said darkly, as her eyes filled with a flash of fear before she was blinded by the brightness.

This was for him, and for him only. She would be his. And until that day, he would have this.

“Look good for the watchers.”

And then he fucked her mouth, grasping the hair on her head again to keep her in control while filming how he destroyed her throat. Her face and top were wet from all the tears, and she tried to push him away with her hands, unsuccessfully. Even as her nails dug into his skin, he would not stop; it turned him on even more. His cock swelled. It became bigger and thicker with every thrust until he would come any second now.

When his cock was about to burst, he pulled out and let his semen spread all over her face and into her hair.

Gorgeous. And I have everything on camera.

She was frozen in the position he had left her, panting and sobbing in a rasping sound.

He smeared his thumb over her face, collecting cum off it, and then shoved it in her mouth.

“Was that what you wanted before?”

She could’ve wiggled herself out of the situation.

She could’ve said no, screamed, or bitten him.

But instead, she nodded.

She nodded and sucked on his thumb, swirling around it with her tongue.

And he knew right at this moment that he had not only found a hidden gem, his hidden gem, but also his equal. Not that he didn’t know before, but now, he truly knew.

“Good,” he whispered, “because you’ll do that again.”
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: IN PIECES - MADISON YORK


It was exactly the rush she had searched for. That self-destructive part of her wanted nothing more than to be attacked and feel the thrill of a fight for her existence, for her life, for her soul. Part of her even wanted the rush of dying. And as she leaned against the wall behind her, she just stood there, breathing in the air, feeling alive like never before.

However, now that the immediate threat was gone and the adrenaline had faded, her mind raced again.

What the fuck have I done?

What the fuck did he just do?

But, although her morally correct part shamed her to the ground, it did not consume her like usual. It was like a hidden, glowing gem inside her chest that made her feel something—something alive, something that was not loathing or pain. The exhilarating sensation of thrill and arousal was on a level she had never felt before. Aroused from being fucked in the mouth after almost getting raped. Aroused from being deep-throated by a man who replayed the assault with her, and it was exactly what she wanted.

Or maybe I am just broken.

She knew he was darkness personified, and yet, it did not bother her. On the contrary. For the very first time, she met someone equal. Someone who did not fit in, just like her.

“I need an honest answer, Emma,” said Deis, leaning in on her, cupping her face softly with his palms, which was, after all they had done, weirdly satisfying.

“Em. Just Em, please.”

Her voice was a bit croaking, as her throat burned from what his cock just did to it.

“Em. Why did you walk into this park?”

Her eyes flashed at him as he addressed the elephant in the room.

Say something vague.

“Needed to feel alive.” And with it, she loosened herself from his touch and walked away.

“And why did you need to feel alive?” he asked, following her.

It really was the worst question ever. What did he want with it? Was he playing therapist? He wouldn’t understand anyway.

“Because my life sucks.”

“But why search for this kind of danger then? Why not go for a drink or do drugs like everyone else? Why gamble with your life?” With it, he stopped her by grasping her arm.

“What do you care?”

“Don’t distract, answer my question.”

Something about the way he asked was strange. Typically, people asked and judged, but with him, it was different. In his voice was no reprimand, no judgment, only longing, peaking with curiosity.

“I am quite sure you know why, as you are pushing me for a certain answer,” she said dismissively, not in the mood for him to interrogate her.

“I want to hear it. Out loud. From your mouth.”

She paused, considered him for a moment, and sighed.

Whatever.

“Control,” she said very silently.

The moment she said it, the corner of his mouth twitched. She could feel his peaked interest as an electrifying sensation in her body.

“But how is gambling your life giving you control?”

He knows. He already knows. Damn. And yet he played the game.

“I did not gamble,” she said with a scuff. “Because I knew you were following me.”

For a fraction of a second, delight shimmered with a flicker through his eyes, almost impossible to see, before they went back to their impassive darkness again.

“Good. Wasn’t so hard. Now come.”

That’s it?

No judgment?

No reprimand?

His reaction rooted her to the spot. She knew he was everything but typical, but this? Was this the darkness surrounding him? That he was getting off playing sexual assault? Or was it more?

They had reached the end of the park; there stood his car, the driver.

“Come.”

But she could only stare at him.

What do I have to lose, though?

Absentmindedly, she brushed over her lips, where she could still taste him, and the moment she did, his words resounded in her head.

‘You’ll do that again.’

I want to do that again. Make me feel more alive.

“Come with me,” he growled at her, pulling at her wrist.

“No.”

“Oh, you will, or do we need to repeat what just happened?”

And for some reason, the demanding tone made her angry. It was just the same with Chris. Come, do this. Do that. We go here. And there. And something in her snapped.

“Oh, haven’t you learned?” came out of her mouth in a rush of boldness caused by the high she just had and the memory of Chris. “Threatening to break me does not work.” She glanced at him with a smug grin. “And in case it is still not clear enough, let me rephrase it, please, do fuck my mouth again.”

With it, she turned around and left him standing there, quite flabbergasted.

What the hell was he thinking? She was not a toy, not his, not anyone’s.

I might need to rephrase my statement from earlier. What I hate most in the world are three things: injustice, lies, and men who think they own the world. The fuck I’ll do what he orders me to.

[image: ]



The light of the rising sun dipped her curtain-less apartment into a yellow-orange as she woke up with a groan of diffuse internal pain while deep realization nagged at her insides. Her throat, still sore and burning from what happened last night, and if it hadn’t, she would’ve believed it to be a dream.

Only it wasn’t. The memory of it made her heart pinch in embarrassment while her core exploded in arousal as images of Deis, the man without a last name, fucking her mouth replayed in front of her inner eye.

The way he looked. The way he spoke.

It was perfection, and yet, so dirty, so filthy, she had to hide her face in her pillow.

He made a video of it.

Fuck.

What the hell did I do?

Her phone vibrated and ripped her out of her daily morning routine of self-loathing.

Julie


Em, r u alright? Where did you go?




Got a bad migraine, sorry, had to leave [image: persevering face]




So happy for you though! [image: smiling face]




It was the best she could do. Lie and swallow it down, although she detested lying, it was the only way for her to survive in this world.

Julie


Thks!




Hope u feel better soon [image: mending heart]




She knows it’s a lie.

But she didn’t care. So she threw her phone far away onto the other side of the empty queen-sized bed.

Her phone vibrated again, and she rolled her eyes, as she had hoped Julie would let it rest, but she obviously didn’t. Reaching for the phone, she stared at the notification and almost dropped it. An electrified wave rushed through her body.

Unknown


Thought you might like to see how good you look taking my cock. D.




There it was: the video of her, how he fucked her mouth, – well, almost destroyed her throat. There were numerous things on the list of everything she should feel, and yet there was only one thing: arousal. Heated, core-prickling, cheek-blushing arousal that almost made her drool.

Gods, what is wrong with me? I should feel humiliation, revulsion, and I should even hate him for what he did!

But all she could feel was that everlasting prickling in her core he left her with.

Deis.

His name almost sounds like the Latin ‘Deus’, meaning God. Only he wasn’t an almighty do-gooder in heaven that no one truly knew existed, but a dangerous man, violent for sure, probably with a god complex, she suspected as much after their encounter. Well, to be honest, she knew it from the very beginning. It was all written in his eyes – in the way he moved, acted, spoke, and asked. And a man who had the ability to pull off what he did last night surely had more secrets lurking in the shadows than in the light.

Dark secrets.

And that was exactly the reason why she had to stay away from him. Let alone, he now had the means to ruin her entirely, and he would without the blink of an eye. She was sure of it, as she had witnessed the malicious fire in his eyes when he recorded it. It was power. Power over her and the power let his eyes shimmer in a million shades of predatory satisfaction.

His eyes.

So breathtakingly deep.

Resembling the darkness of the night, the depth of the deepest ocean, so cold, so piercing, and only the thought of it let a shiver of pinching rawness run down her spine.

Marie, her mother, who had been neck-deep in all sorts of gurus and spiritual things after her husband, or, in other words, the scumbag calling himself her father, died, had been more than sure that a person’s soul reflected in their eyes. Not that she would believe a word of whatever came out of Marie’s mouth, as she went totally sideways into very strange and expensive ceremonies to ‘find herself’, until she lost all her money and was diagnosed with early-onset Alzheimer’s. However, this one time, she might have been right. Deis’ eyes reflected his dark soul perfectly. A man who knew no right or wrong, no laws, no boundaries, no mercy.

I must stay away, as far as I can.

Her clit, however, thought otherwise. Pulsating, it sent a tickling sensation into her core and into the rest of her body. Without thinking, she let her hand wander down, and the moment her finger touched her swollen jewel, images replayed in front of her inner eye.

Deis’ eyes.

His words.

“Don’t fucking move.”

His grip around my throat.

“Good, because you’ll do that again.”

His eyes…stripping me to my core.

And she started to rub her clit in circling movements, clapping onto it every once in a while. But she wanted more. None of it was enough. She wanted to feel something fucking her.

Him fucking me.

Only that wasn’t an option. So she leaned over to the nightstand and rummaged for her vibrator, her best friend during the years with Chris, as he was always focused on himself and never really tried to make her come. With the vibrator, she knew exactly what she needed to do. So when she rolled around to lie on her stomach, she trailed it from the back between her thighs, letting it arouse her clit, her labia, and the entrance, just by pressing it on.

Closing her eyes, she thought about how it would feel if Deis were behind her, rubbing his cock between her thighs, and the images of his cock in her mouth flashed again and again through her mind.

His girth was perfect. It was all about girth for her, which was why her vibrator was a wide one, not the longest. Although Deis’ cock was also quite long, it was not the length that did it for her. The length was even painful, and she could literally feel him thrusting deep into her throat again. The moment he had pushed in deeper, her throat felt as if it would burst, rip apart, but the sensation that came with it had her aroused even more. And she couldn’t help but have a movie play in front of her inner eye, so dirty that it made her core explode in want, in need of being taken as she gave up all the control.

I need to see it again.

And as she reached for her phone, she opened the video he had sent her. Seeing her own desperation, seeing his cock slide into her mouth from his position made her whole lower abdomen explode from heat. How glorious it would be if she had the vibrator deep in her while he fucked her mouth. Gods, she had to release the tension in her core. As she rewatched it again, there was a singular moment where her eyes had become dark. It was the same moment she had relaxed her throat and given in to his control.

Putting the phone against the bed’s headboard, she watched his cock entering her mouth while she took the vibrator and pushed it into her core without wetting it; she was dripping anyway. She started to fuck herself with it, eventually closing her eyes again, imagining how it would feel to have Deis taking her hard from behind. How he would thrust into her with the same strength he had when hammering in her mouth, one of his hands wandering to her neck, into her hair, pulling it back so she had nowhere to go and only take his cock.

And then she heard his dark voice growling behind her, “I hope you’re thinking of me fucking that beautiful cunt of yours.” And she came with an explosion of fireworks in her core, leaving her in a blissful moment of relief waving through her whole body.

Gods, this was so real.

The waves of her orgasm flattened, and she started to think again.

I only heard him in my mind, right?

She had to reassure herself, and as she turned around, there was no one there—except…

Oh my god.

She gasped and sat upright in the bed within a nanosecond while her heart began to hammer against her chest.

The door. I am sure it was closed. Because I always close the door.

Now, the door stood wide open.

I would’ve noticed. Heard it. Or not? Or did I forget the door last night in the rush of whatever happened and just didn’t realize?

Slipping out from under the sheets, she tiptoed to the door frame, her heart skipping a beat from the fear crawling up in her. All her muscles tensed, as something in her mind expected him to stand behind the door and attack her.

Very slowly, she leaned forward, peering into the living room.

But it was empty.

At that moment, Pi brushed against her leg and made her shriek a bit.

Maybe it was Pi. Maybe he wanted to be cuddled or something.

Just to be sure, she went to the apartment door to check if it was locked. The fear nagging at her chest made her nervously glance behind her back, but the room was empty like an outskirt subway platform in the predawn hours.

The door, however, was not locked.

I always lock the damn door.

Could it be? Would he break into my apartment while I made it to myself and then leave?

For sure, he had better things to do, and she would have noticed. She would’ve heard the door click.

Would I, though?

Em. Calm down. Last night is messing with your head.

One more reason to get him out of my mind as fast as possible.

So she locked the door, its soft click resounding through the apartment.

It should calm me, right?

Only the tension did not leave her.

A shower. Go take a shower. It always helps.

As she entered the unlit bathroom, that dreaded sense of foreboding filled her chest, her heart beating fast within.

Switching on the light, she half expected someone to jump at her.

But no one did. The room, in fact, was empty.

Of course, it was. Get a grip on yourself.

And as she slipped into the shower, turning on the water, she tried, really tried to release the fear and tension rushing through her. But her whole body was on alert, imagining noises between the sound of the rushing water, making her even stop the water here and there, just to listen if someone was moving outside the bathroom.

I’m becoming paranoid.

On top of everything else.

Little did she know, she was not.
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DEIS
PLAYLIST: I AM WHO I AM - UNIONS


Ialmost lost control last night.

It had never happened before. Ever. Control was the only thing that never left him – the only constant in his existence. He had lost it by choice; it was planned and thus still controlled. Now, seeing it crumble just by a single moment, by one of her looks, by one action he did not predict, was frightening. Not the frightening way other people seemed to understand it, but in the way he did not have all the power over her. It gave her power over him, and it was something he was unable to deal with.

What if I am unable to control it next time?

What if I am unable to stop?

And most of all, what if she uses the power against me?

The wise thing would be to stay away from her, for his own sake and peace. Especially as everything is turning out as it does with the business, Delilah and her bastard father. The dedication of his life was this one single thing: revenge. And although he had planned for Emma to be his crown jewel, last night had changed everything.

Everything.

Now, his focus was distracted, challenging his control and patience on every level. His entire system warned him to stay away, to focus on his first life’s mission, but the images of Emma’s eyes staring into his didn’t let him.

To any other person, she looked so innocent, like a good girl who couldn't kill a fly – the sweet, strange girl, working herself up to do all that was expected of her to gain everybody’s approval – and failing grandly. He saw right through her carefully curated mask, and only he would see everything behind it. To him, she was the personification of twistedness, her true self lurking in the shadows, waiting for the perfect moment to strike, to finally break free.

And I am going to unleash it.

After what happened last night, he couldn’t help but linger in thoughts about the daring she had hidden behind her soft surface. The depth of fierceness that flickered through her eyes the moment his hand closed around her throat left him longing for more.

I need to know. I must see what lies beneath.

Never had he thought of meeting a woman with the same, for normal people peculiar, tastes he had, who at the same time wasn’t blinded by his money or name. Those women always had a pick-me attitude; they did certain things for the sole reason of wanting him to pick them. It was boring and annoying.

For all he could say, Emma had no idea who he was. And that was the most beautiful thing of it all. To her, he was a stranger she met yesterday, not the big-name others admired. Not that he didn’t like being admired; it meant everything to him, but there was a difference between being admired due to manipulation and honest admiration because someone had seen his soul. No one he ever met had. Maybe his mother, but his mother was dead. Murdered. Slaughtered. Until he met Emma. Beautiful Emma. And she had seen him. Really seen him and his soul. From the very first moment, she knew. And that is why he was a hundred percent sure of what she was. Something that made her different from all the others he had met so far.

Of course, there had been other women who enjoyed being taken, choked, and loved to play with fire, absolutely. But they threw themselves at him in the hopes of finally being recognized, being seen, becoming famous too, and decorating themselves with his praise. They were, in other words, prey offering itself for slaughter. But he loved the hunt. And the win, when the reaper clenched his teeth into the innocent skin of his designated victim.

Also, there was the matter of Delilah. Delilah was as cold-blooded as he was, and maybe, in an alternative universe, they could have enjoyed each other. But in this lifetime, she was nothing more than a tool. A tool for his revenge.

“Deis, what do you think?” ripped Julie Regan’s voice him out of his thoughts.

The meeting. Focus.

“Do what you must, the goal is more than clear, I don’t mind the how.”

“I actually think it’s great,” said Sam, raising an eyebrow at him. He must’ve seen he was lost in thought. Nonetheless, Sam continued, “No one has done something alike before, and it might just give the people exactly what they want: mystery, the feeling of invincibility, and being something special.”

If Sam said so, it must be good. He was, after all, his most trusted advisor and a brilliant strategist.

“About the date—we thought a six-month prep⁠—”

“Make it faster. Tickets will sell out within minutes, and I don’t want them to wait as much. The instant reward system must be triggered for this one, so have them have a special prep session. You can take a cut from old events. Jaz, I know you have a few done, take the most exhilarating one.”

“Faster, as in—” asked Julie.

“A month. Make it November, when the weather is usually dull, and people are not in a too Christmas-y mood. It’s got to be the adventure. They aren’t allowed to know and find out anything. They shall go in blind, that’s the magic of it.”

“Julie,” said Sam, “we know it’s quite short notice, but there won’t be much campaigning. This is a prior customer-only one, and they usually buy everything without a glimpse; they only need to produce what they want. The rest, later.”

“Got it,” said Julie. “About the rest. The transition will be a sensible thing, and we need proper planning, have everything ready for day zero. Shall we continue with that after a small break? I’d like to let Lisa know about the roadmap, so she can prep landing pages and draft the mails in the meantime.”

As they separated for a thirty-minute break from the tedious, dull surroundings of the conference room at Bloom PR, he couldn’t wait to fix his mind back to last night’s events. It was time for the next step.

“Julie, wait a moment, please.”

She stopped, while all the others left.

“I’d like you to join the event.”

“Of course, do you want me to bring our event planner in? Neil, he is–”

“Not as corporate. I wish for you to experience the event as a customer.” And as she looked quite puzzled, he added, “I don’t believe you need it, but I want you to experience it from a customer’s perspective in order for you to fully understand what the business – and in addition, the communication – is about for the next events.”

“That is actually a great idea.” She beamed at him with her wide smile and energetic existence. “I’ll block out the weekend.”

So easy, sunshine.

“Maybe you can bring a friend, someone who does not feel very happy at the moment, who struggles in life, finding their path, you know, someone who fits the target group, so you can have real-time feedback?”

“Deis, I know exactly who. She’s an old friend, Emma. Maybe you saw her last night, she was at Stone’s too, the one all in black.”

“I saw her briefly, I believe. She left early, didn’t she?” he answered, as Julie of course did not know he escorted Emma home. The call he had made had been from outside the car to Jaz, who had given him Emma’s address. A necessary move, otherwise Emma would never have set foot in his car.

Emma.

He could feel his cock harden just thinking about her. Her gaze and how she had leaned into his touch, listening to him like a good little girl.

There will be so much more I’ll do with you, Emma.

“Yes, she had to leave, unfortunately, she always does, by the way. She is not very robust, not getting her life on track at all, and well – I think she suffers from depression or something.”

So, it was exactly as he concluded. The reason she reacted the way she did when he told her he didn’t want to break her. She was used to being called ‘not very robust,’ which equated to fragile. Little did she know, she was anything but. She was strong and fierce, with power in her. Power he would soon unfold.

“Sounds like a good fit. But don’t tell her what exactly it is, nor about me, I want her to go in blind, just like the others. They are not supposed to know what to expect. The techniques only work if people are caught by surprise.”

“Of course not. I really hope it’ll help her; she deserves it.”

“Does she?”

Please, spill all the gossip.

“She had a tough start in life, well, actually, everything in her life is rough. It made her become rough too, although she tries to hide it behind her perfectionism. I always try to get her out of her hole, but she’s living a different life than the rest of us, and now the thing with her fiancé, it is all quite a mess with her, like always.”

“Sounds like she could use a push.”

My push. And it will be grand. She won’t know what’s happening to her, and then it will be my time to act.

As he and Julie parted for the rest of the break, he couldn’t help but wander back to Emma. To the exquisite view into her eyes and soul, he had last night. And the hunter in him roared, requesting to be released.

It is time to play.

Tell me, did you imagine me fucking you this morning?
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: POISON IN THE WATER -VON GREY


Her whole body froze as if the temperature in the room had dropped to minus twenty-degrees Celsius. For a fraction of a second, her stomach plummeted as if she were in free-fall. Immediately, all her muscles tensed, and her hands began to tremble as she re-read the words from the message that just appeared on her phone. Her heart hammered against her chest, racing as if she were being hunted from uptown all the way to downtown. Only she was hunted in her own apartment.

He’s a stalker.

A hunter.

I knew it.

I told him as much.

And now I am receiving the consequences.

So, he had been in here this morning. She was not paranoid or imagining stuff, he had violated her privacy and broke into her apartment, watched her get off on her own, and left.

What else is he capable of?

There was only one way. She had to get away from him. Had to forget whatever it was she was feeling, stuff her curiosity and thrill into a black box, and hide it somewhere in the internal oceans of nowhere.

That would be the reasonable thing to do, after all.

Only I am not reasonable.

Next time there will be cameras




Deis


You like to be watched, don’t you?




I like to sleep in peace and quiet




Stay away from me and my apartment




You look lovely today, dark widow. Have a good night later.




What the hell?

And it was then that she understood the hint, understood what all this was about.

He is a hunter.

Observing.

Playing.

Lingering.

Jumping up, she wandered all around her apartment, checking everywhere for hidden cameras. And sure, as hell, there it was: eyeing down on her bed from up in the A/C outlet. As she searched for the other outlets, she found one in the living room and the bathroom.

Holy. Crap. Shit.

So, he went so far as to install cameras in her apartment. In the bathroom, for god’s sake.

It was invasive and overstepping on a cringe-worthy level, but something in her had a completely different take on it: there was this obviously wealthy and successful man who wanted her. Who went after her.

I am wanted. And not just by anyone. By someone who can have anyone.

Being wanted was a feeling she had longed for her whole life. Now, it fed the hurt part in her that strived for praise and being desired like oil poured into fire. The very same fire that made her bold. Bold to a level of idiocy. So, maybe it was the stupidest decision she had ever made, but hell, she would not play by his rules.

I am no fucking prey.

Hi J, feeling better! Wanna have drinks later to catch up?




Julie


Sounds good!




Still in meetings, may be free around 8




Works for me, Anson’s?




Anson’s was a bar with a club area on a lower level, and it was frequented by all sorts of people, mostly single men and women, queers as much as heteros, and in a relatively open space, where almost everything was allowed and welcomed. Usually, it drew in people who were looking for something for a night or two, and that was exactly what she needed. She’d not let Deis fuck around with her.

Julie


Uh-oh




Are you out to get your head spun?




More that Chris need to spin far away




It was a white lie. She had to get Chris out of her head, but the real reason was something she couldn’t tell Julie, not in a million years. Deis was, after all, her biggest client. So it was not entirely false, and that was okay for today.

Julie


Legit. Meet at 9 then.




Dress up dear [image: star-struck]




The last message made a corner of her mouth twitch.

Oh, how I will dress up.

She groaned internally as the time on her phone told her it was 7.30 pm. The rush she had felt in the early afternoon had left her, and her introverted, self-loathing self now sure as hell had absolutely no joy in leaving the house or dressing up. Let alone, she had to go for her last savings in her piggy bank. It was so stupid. The money was for emergencies.

Why did I make the plan?

For what?

Getting back at him for the cameras?

Why not rip them out and tell him to fuck off?

Because she was Emma Richardson, a stupid mess, making all the dumb and bad decisions a person could make in a single attempt. Tonight, however, she won’t be Emma Richardson. It was time for a mask.

Get a fucking grip on yourself.

Put on the mask and pull through with the plan.

He fucked with you first.

And somehow, the pep talk she gave herself seemed to work.

She decided on a very tight, short black dress with a deep waterfall cutout in the back, which she wore without a bra. With her breasts, there wasn’t much need for it anyway, as they were small. She tamed her long, brown, and thick hair into beach waves, put a ton of makeup on her face, including black eyeshadow and eyeliner, and even chose to wear a necklace, several bracelets, and rings. Normally, she hated jewelry, but today, it was about the show.

Scrutinizing herself in the mirror, she felt extraordinary, not like herself, and as that was exactly the whole point of it, she almost congratulated herself on the move. Tonight, she would be someone else. One of her favorite things in the world. Slipping into another self.

Turning around, she couldn’t help but smirk smugly into the bathroom’s camera. He was supposed to see. All of it.

And as she wore the curated mask, she even curtseyed a little, a smug grin on her face.

I am probably going to regret that one, but whatever. What was he thinking installing cameras in my fucking bathroom and everywhere else?

With that thought, she slipped into her black plateau-high heels, which made her at least four inches taller. She wasn’t small at 5’8”, but with the four inches, she made an impression. It was one reason she never wore them; she didn’t want to draw attention to herself. Only today it was exactly what she aimed for.

She grabbed her coat, as late October usually brought colder nights with it, and left. While she took the elevator down to the entrance, her inner voice made one last attempt at convincing her to turn around, giving her a million reasons, from no money to Deis probably freaking out. But she was the queen of bad decisions, so what did it matter? Tonight, she was Em whoever, a seductive professional who would get what she wanted.

And with that, she stepped out of the elevator. A last glance at her phone, it was 8.33 pm, and she would surely be too late.

33 again.

The moment she stepped out of the apartment building, an icy shudder ran down her spine.

“Where do you think you are going?” growled Deis’ deep voice behind her.

Focus. You prepared for this.

So, without turning, without giving him the satisfaction of a glance or reacting in any sort of way, she just walked.

“Emma!”

But she did not listen.

“You stop right now.” And his hand grasped around her arm.

“Let go of me.”

“The fuck I will.”

“I’ll scream.”

“No, you won’t. Because I will–”

“Help! Somebody help me!” And she wiggled herself free. “Let go of me!”

His eyes had become slits, dark as ever, firing heavily at her. And as people stared and walked up to them, he let go of her.

“Nice try, Emma,” he whispered darkly in her ear. “You’ll pay for that.”

“I am sorry, sir, you must have confused me with somebody else,” she said coldly, turning around and leaving him standing there.

I will regret it. So very much.

She had seen it in his eyes, felt it in the aura he radiated the moment she opened the playing field. It was she who shot the gun to start the hunt. Well, actually, he did by invading her space. This was her defending herself, and he had to deal with the consequences.

Running late, a stranger thought me to be someone else




It was a good excuse, she thought. Not the whole truth, but not a lie. The whole ride in the subway, her heart raced. It raced from all the thought strings chasing each other in her mind. Would he follow her? Or wait at her home for her return?

‘You’ll pay for this.’

Damn.

A part of her was frightened to the bone, while that weird part of her was thrilled in anticipation.

The whole way from the subway station to Anson’s, she had a strange suspicion of being watched, and maybe she was. If he had someone install those cameras in her apartment, he would surely have the same person, or worse, people, observing her.

He was the one who stopped me.

He was the one who drove me out.

He has no fucking right whatsoever.

Julie waited for her in the lobby, where the elevators led up to Anson’s. She was wearing a dark red, very tight dress today, usually the first thing anyone would look at, but the collar she had chosen was so monumental it took all the fame. Only from looking at it, Emma felt pain in her collarbones.

“Look at you! You really followed my advice!” beamed Julie at her.

“Thanks,  J,” she said with a grin, while cringing internally. “You look radiant as ever.”

“Aww, sweet as ever. So ready to spin the man away?”

“Oh yes.”

In the elevators, Julie, of course, rounded on her for all the details.

“Before we forget him for the night, you gotta tell me exactly what happened. Have you seen Insta?”

“Oh, I have.” In her, the blank rage was cooking up. “I have also seen them fucking on our couch a week before.”

“Damn, that’s so low.”

“What’s even lower, the resort in Bali, it’s the one I looked up for our wedding.”

“No spine. But to be honest, I never liked him. He was always flat like flounder, equally slippery.”

She had to laugh really hard. It was a moment of lightness she hadn’t had for a long time.

“That one was gold,” she said, still snickering as they arrived at the top floor.

“So, bar or club?”

“Let’s start with the bar, I need some alcohol to make my world spin.”

“Sounds good,” answered Julie with a wide grin. She was always up for heavy nights with plenty of liquids.

The bar was packed. Generally, she hated crowded places, but tonight, it did not matter. Tonight, she was not her usual self. She was a normal version of a human. So they went for a table. Julie, of course, made it possible for them to get a space there; however, she was doing it – it was her kind of magic.

Julie ordered them two Cosmopolitans, and while she was a gin and tonic girl, tonight was supposed to be different. So she just let Julie be Julie and blended in with her character.

“To you without Chris.”

“To you getting married.”

Instead of sipping, she gulped down the whole glass. She needed it to brace herself for what Julie would do to her and for what she was to do later.

And for sure, Julie did not disappoint. After an hour, she felt like she had been in an interrogation room, and when she finally stopped, she had squeezed every last bit of the happenings with Chris out of her. So much about having him spin far away.

“Em, listen. I’d like to invite you to something. It’s a surprise, but I promise you it will make your life a lot better.”

Eyeing her with her fifth Cosmopolitan in her hand, she asked, “A surprise? You know how much I like ‘em.”

“I know. But it’s got to be that way. I’ll be there, too. It’s research, and I thought it would be a good fit for you, as it’s all about reaching goals in life and transforming your life.”

What goals?

The dreams I gave up on?

Transforming my life?

Sounds a bit like the girl in the ad and the shit mother would go to.

“What kind of event is it? And who’s doing it? Not that Lauren, whatever girl who’s all about manifesting stuff into your life?”

“No, it’s not her, she’s a big name from what I’ve heard, however, but no. It’s a weekend in November, all costs covered. Give yourself a push, Em.”

And maybe it was the alcohol or the fact that she felt utterly unlike herself at the moment that she said, “Okay, but if it’s any of the manifestation shit, I’ll leave immediately.”

“It won’t. Deal.”

“Good, how about we go down to the club now? I feel the need to shake off some things.” Not that she wanted to, but she wanted to find a nice guy to take home with her.

Downstairs, the music hit her ears like cannon blasts. Her brain vibrated in her head, something she hated.

More booze, I need more booze.

“Do you want another Cosmo or something else?” she asked Julie.

“Yeah, sounds good.”

“I think I need something stronger.”

The club was equally packed with people, and it took them quite a while to reach the bar. She ordered a Cosmo for Julie and a neat whiskey for herself. A masc-looking woman sat alone at the bar next to her, and as she waited for the drinks, she glanced over to her.

All of her was breathtaking. She had blonde hair styled in a curly mullet cut, gorgeous light makeup, strong eyebrows, and dark eyes. As their eyes met for a moment, a small smirk appeared on her thin rose lips, which made her chest flatter a bit.

Focus.

And she averted her eyes back to the bar.

You need a guy to fuck you tonight. This is about revenge.

Only something in her had other plans, and she couldn’t help but glance over at her again. She wore a suit-like vest with a loose tie, underneath only a laced bra, while she combined it with suit pants and very chic verity loafers. It was sexy beyond anything.

She had secretly admired women for years, but Chris had always told her a disgusted ‘No’ when she brought up her interest in opening their relationship. Chris, the hypocrite.

Focus!

Right now was not the moment to dive into her past, nor into the multiple layers of her sexuality. Today, she needed a guy to fuck her on camera so Deis would learn not to mess with her.

“Interesting choice,” said the masc with a slightly rasping voice as the barkeeper handed over the drinks.

The same words Deis used last night.

She did not answer. Maybe it was rude, but false hope and using women for her game was nothing she’d ever do. So instead, she reached for Julie’s glass, gulped down her whiskey with one sip, and placed her empty glass with slightly too much force on the counter.

“So, is she your protective girlfriend, or can I buy you another because you seem thirsty?” asked the masc.

The way she did it was so hot that it made her stomach tingle. Her plan had been to single out a guy and take him home, having Deis witness how he fucked her. She could not get distracted right now, but then…

Damn.

Glancing over to Julie, who stood there watching her with a grin, her head tilted, signaling to her she would be mingling, she then smirked and said, “Not my girlfriend, not protective, so I dare say you can. Macallan, please.”

“Good,” the masc said, with such a sexy undertone that it made the hair on her arms stand up. “So, you are a whiskey kinda girl?”

“Nope, gin and tonic, but needed something else tonight.”

“And why might that be?”

“Someone needs to spin far, far away,” she answered dryly, and sat down on the barstool next to her.

She laughed.

“You know, I might be able to help you with that.”

“And what do you have in mind⁠—?”

“Ri, as in Riley. And you are?”

Gods, small talk is so awful.

“Em, as in Emma.”

Ri leaned herself towards her, and the moment she did, a prepossessing scent of old oak mixed with a fruity note streamed up her nose. Ri’s right hand wandered up her thigh, and as she leaned further toward her, her left hand grasped her face with her palm before her lips smashed onto hers. Soft and yet strong, she completely forgot that she was kissing a woman in the middle of a public club. The demanding energy of it made her insides spin and flutter. Ri knew exactly what she was doing, and when her tongue entered her mouth, she felt how much more passion there was in the kiss. It was not a fight for power; it was a sweet exploration of her mouth, an invitation.

The kiss alone made her core prickle, and the sensation of it made everything else vanish from her mind. Maybe it was the absence of judgment, maybe the whiskey, or both, but without thinking, she took both her hands up, encased Ri’s face in her palms, and pulled herself towards her.

“Mhhm,” breathed Ri against her lips as her tongue parted. “You taste lovely.” And she trailed down to her neck with her lips, kissing her all the way down, and it made her let her head fall sideways. Only then did she remember that they were still in the club, and it made her pull up her head immediately. She opened her eyes while taking in the sensation of the kiss and glanced into the space behind Ri.

Her whole body became rigid as she saw him. It made her heart miss a beat or two, only to then pound heavily against her chest.

There he stood, staring at her. A dark shadow frozen between all the flashes of light. The eyes staring at her shouted a single thing. Murder. It made the blood in her veins turn to ice. It should repulse her. The only problem was that it sizzled through her body like a light of pure lust.

Fuck.

“What’s wrong?”

“I… I…there’s—” she stammered, unable to phrase a sentence, and tried to move away from Ri.

“Let me guess, it’s either you’re not ready, or you just saw the person who must spin far away.”

How did she know?

“The latter,” she said, and gulped down the rest of the whiskey. “Thanks for the drink, I don’t want you to get caught in between. I’m sorry.”

She wanted to flee. Get to Julie, get home. This had all been a terrible idea. She’d pay for what she did; she saw it in his eyes. She had no idea what he was capable of. And for the first time, something in her was truly frightened.

“Stop.” Ri gripped her arm as she tried to get away, her gaze strong on her.

“Ri, please, you don’t want to get caught in this, he’s⁠—”

“Give me your phone.”

She could only stare perplexedly at her. Ri took matters into her own hands, grabbed her purse, pulled out her phone, held it in front of her face to unlock it, and entered her number. It was so overstepping; it was somewhat hot.

When Ri handed her the phone back, she saw she had saved her contact under call me to spin far away. A small smirk ran over her face.

But she had to get out of here before either Ri or Deis turned her world upside down. She brushed over Ri’s thigh with her hand before she turned and left. And when she glanced back to where Deis stood, he was gone. Her heart pounded hard, and the feeling of being hunted crawled up her.

Fuck.

She slipped through people on the dance floor, but Julie was nowhere to be seen. Taking out her phone, she typed in ‘Where are you?’ and then kept looking, glancing behind her every other step as she feared Deis following her again.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck!

Where are you, Julie?

I need you. I need to get out of here.

Deis wouldn’t pull anything in front of her.

Or would he?

How complicated could it be to spot her in the red dress and that collar that was such an eye-catcher? Or did she leave?

No, Julie wouldn’t just leave.

And then she saw her from the back, standing with some people; she probably just met or, as it was typical for Julie, who knew someone everywhere, she would have met people she knew.

“Julie,” she gasped, a hand on her shoulder. “Found you”

“That was fast,” she said. “Not good then?” She only gave her an all-knowing look, not to inquire further. “Well, it doesn’t matter, I just met a client of mine, may I introduce you?”

And then her heart sank to the floor. In all the rush, she hadn’t noticed the guy standing with Julie, slightly hidden in the shadows of a steel poster.

“This is Emma, an old friend of mine, Emma, this is—” But he fell for Julie’s word. And as he moved towards her, it was in the best manner of a lion circling a deer.

“Deis,” he said ever so friendly and stretched out a hand. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Emma. We haven’t met before, have we?”

It’s a game.

Her mind raced so much that it felt like it had stopped working, unable to grasp a single thought. She just acted and shook his hand.

His touch.

Electrifying.

His eyes.

Stripping her soul.

His aura.

Danger.

Get the fuck out of here.
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DEIS
PLAYLIST: HIDE AND SEEK REIMAGINED – CLERGY & MINDY JONES


His heart beat fast but controlled as he watched her get herself ready for whatever she was planning. And it was something she would do to revenge the cameras; he could tell as much. Otherwise, she would’ve removed them. She wanted him to see.

And then he saw her smirk devilishly into the camera and curtsey. He couldn’t help it, as it made his chest swell with proud eagerness. He already pushed her, and it was glorious to watch.

Game on, baby.

Tonight would be the test to see the lengths she’d go to. A game to test the boundaries—if there were any.

So, as he waited for her to come downstairs, his mind had all angles mapped out—a strategy for every possible move of hers. Only when she came outside of her apartment building, it was far different from what he expected.

“You must have me confused with somebody else.”

Oh, this is gonna be good.

The moment she said it, arousal spread in him.

And all of him longed for her to mean it. To really mean it.

Be the role. Be a different person. I’ll have my way with you.

She had put on heavy makeup and jewelry; it did not look like her at all. Maybe it was exactly the point. Something in her eyes had changed, too. It was as if she had switched into a different personality. If so, god forbid, he wouldn’t be able to hold back any longer. Role play was his favorite game; there would be no escape for her. Ever. Not that it would without. Just the thought of it made him long for her even more.

Let’s play, ma belle, let’s play.

His heartbeat was in a slightly faster rhythm as he prepared for the play while he followed her to Anson’s. All his senses focused on her as he waited for what was to happen. He observed every one of her moves, her body language, and her expressions. It was refreshing to see her so different, even to see her laugh, only it wasn’t an honest one. It was her mask, the role played. A good one, but he saw her lips laughing, while her eyes did not. Those lips. Around his cock. A blissful memory wandered through his mind. Soon, he’ll have her again.

Her fifth drink. And she’s still standing straight, not the slightest sign of her being buzzed.

When Emma and Julie retreated into the club, he couldn’t believe his eyes at what was playing out in front of him. There she was, gulping down whiskey—like water after a marathon, and kissing the masc girl at the bar, not any masc girl. It was a hot, consuming kiss, and it made their game ten times more interesting, because it was, in all matters of fact, totally out of bounds.

Although it aroused him, he would not share, not with men, not with women, nor everything in between, and especially not with her – that was something he’d deal with later.

His was his.

And Emma belonged to him.

She would soon know what it meant to be his. He would have her knee in front of him with tears flooding down her cheeks and have her beg for his mercy. And he would have her pay for kissing another.

Look at me, ma belle, look at what I will do to you.

And then her head went back up. It was electrifying to watch her let herself go in the moment. And then her eyes fixed on his, a thrilling prickle shooting through his chest.

There you are again.

The Emma, who is full of dark desire, reckless, provoking, and daring.

You are mine. Mine alone. And I’ll eliminate everyone else between us.

The whole club disappeared around them for the briefest of moments, while they just stared into each other’s eyes. And he imagined her being stripped down to her bare, raw existence, tied up in the middle of the room for him to play with, to shove his cock in all of her holes until she’d beg in pain.

There is no escape, love.

Time to play.

“Let her go, Deis.” Julie put a hand on his arm. “She always does it, it’s her being overwhelmed. And she’s had too much to drink.”

“Exactly, that’s why I’ll get her home safely.”

“Deis, don’t pull her into your mess; she’s had messy for a lifetime.”

Too late for that, dear.

“I won’t, but I won’t let her get herself mugged, either.” The caring card always played well with buttercup daisies like Julie. And with that, he went after her. Pulling out his phone, he dialed Edwards.

“Where is she?”

“Somewhere in the building, moving, no visual.”

“Elevator just arrived; she wasn’t in it.”

She was really good at escaping, and although he had Edwards and everyone else tracing her, she still managed to get away from him twice this evening. In the end, it would only make the triumph much more delightful.

“An Uber just parked in front; she took the stairs.”

The stairs. Thirty-three levels in her shoes. Quite the endurance, but it was insightful into what length she went.

“Have Greg tail her. I’m entering the elevator now.”

When he hopped into the G-Class, Edwards immediately gave him the tablet with her tail.

“She knows,” came Greg’s voice from the speaker.

“Sure?”

“They are trying to shake me, taking senseless turns. I think they’re aiming for downtown now.”

But why though?

A feeling stitched him in his abdomen. It pushed him to overthink. Something did not add up.

She was drunk and wanted to run from him, so she would not go home. Instead, she distracted him to do what?

They followed the Uber for quite a while; it was almost thirty minutes. And then his phone vibrated. As he read her name, his heart began to pound harder again, mixing into the sweet suspense of the thrill.

Emma


Hope you enjoy the show




His eyes narrowed to slits as he immediately accessed the surveillance feed from her flat.

And sure, there she was. She closed the apartment door behind her and went straight for the bathroom. As he zoomed in on the camera, he couldn’t help himself. Heated lust burned through his cock. There she stood in the bathroom, staring into the camera, with the most devilish of looks he had ever seen in a woman. She had played him and still was.

Served to him on a silver platter, one of the many reasons why she was no prey. He could only stare at what was playing out in front of his eyes, his cock rock hard by now. Slowly, very, very slowly, she undressed with the deliberation of messing with him as much as possible. With her fingers, she let the straps of her dress slide down her shoulders, and with a little pull, the dress slid down entirely and fell onto the floor. What he saw made him growl in longing.

No underwear.

Her hands wandered over her naked body. She touched her breasts and clit like a queen of lust. All he wanted was to take her. It was so sexy watching her stand there naked in her high heels and jewelry only. The jewelry, now removed with such sensuality and sexiness; it almost made him drool as she slid the bracelets over her hands and let them also fall to the floor.

Then, she slipped out of the heels, turned around, and leaned over the bathtub to turn on the water, presenting her beautiful ass to him. Every one of her moves was planned and deliberately executed to pour oil into the fire of their game. She played with him and all his control.

She then opened a drawer, rummaged a bit, and when she found what she was looking for, he couldn’t believe his eyes. It made him groan when he recognized what it was.

Oh Emma. No way you’re pulling that off.

But damn, was he wrong. He watched her in complete awe as she attached a thick dildo with its sucker onto the tiles, exactly at the right height so she could fuck herself with it.

Stepping into the bathtub, she stepped under the shower head. Her eyes closed, she let the hot, slightly steamy water stream down over her hair and her face. Her hands wandered around her body, over her nipples, and down between her thighs.

His cock pulsated harder than ever as he, in his mind, stepped under the hot water with her, pushing her hard into the wall behind her by the throat.

Zooming in further with the camera, he saw her purposefully smearing mascara under her eyes and over her cheeks.

Gods, Emma, you’re glorious.

It was her game, and she played it like a virtuoso. Never had anyone ever dared to play a game with him because he would always win. There would always be consequences. Always. Only she did not care. Or she wanted the consequences. Both, quite appealing.

Then she turned so she was front-facing him and bent down to hold herself onto the bathtub’s railing. Her brown, wet hair fell left and right over her shoulders, dripping down. How he’d love to grip that hair and bend her back while he fucked her from behind. With her eyes, she stared straight into the camera, straight at him, and waited. A moment where he held his breath. And then it was a single movement back; she bent her back through and slid onto the dildo.

Damn.

His mind went blank watching her. She pushed herself onto the dildo again and again and again. Then, with one of her hands, she rubbed her clit. It made his whole system go into aroused focus, filling his body with heat. She then put her hand back onto the bathtub rim, her arms spread. She rolled herself with breathtaking sensuality onto the dildo back and forth, every one of her movements smooth with the flexibility of a cat; only her gaze was that of a lioness slowly going after her prey.

The whole view was phenomenal. Beyond anything he imagined her capable of.

“Deis?” asked Edwards, who he had completely forgotten about. The view had lowered his shields. It was no good; she made him careless to the point of losing control of his surroundings.

“What is it?”

“The Uber just picked up another client. I think we lost her.”

“I know exactly where she is,” he said dismissively. “Get me to her apartment. Fast.”

While Ed rushed the car to 45th St., he witnessed her slides becoming less sensual and more valiant. Faster, stronger, deeper, leaving her visual moans of lust. She would come any second now, he could see it in her eyes, which never stopped staring into the camera and burned him with a fierce fire of carnal arousal. And sure enough, with the next thrust, she came. She pushed herself onto the dildo ever so hard and held herself onto it until she rode out the waves of the orgasm, her eyes rolling back.

What a beautiful show.

Only she wasn’t finished. The moment she slipped off the dildo, there was a twitch in the corner of her mouth, almost a smug grin. Her hand gripped the dildo, detached it from the tiles, and instead of washing it under the still-running water, she turned around and held it like an ice cream cone in front of her.

Oh, Emma, you will regret that.

Endless, devouring lust exploded in him, fastening his heartbeat as he watched her tongue slide over the shaft of the dildo as she licked her own juices off it. And when she lifted her chin up a little, encasing it with her lips the very same way she did yesterday with his cock, she pushed it into her throat, full length.

Hell of a girl.

He would take all of her tonight, all of her. He would fuck her until she bled all over him, until she begged for him to have mercy on her. Only he wouldn’t.

And as he witnessed her stepping out of the bathtub, he expected her to go back to her normal self, to be the crushed version of loathing. Instead, she reached for her phone and went out of the bathroom, wet and dripping, as she was without a towel. She aimed for the guest room, unlocked it, and went inside.

No camera there. Shit.

So, she’s still playing.

He couldn’t wait to see what would happen next. As they rolled minutes later into 45th St. towards her apartment, the images in front of his inner eyes became vivid, as he watched himself bursting into her apartment, taking her by the throat and pushing her down on her knees. He could feel her soft, warm skin in his hands, burning him from the heat of her arousal.

“Deis, we have a problem,” came Edwards’ voice, and he had heard it just as much; there was no need to turn around.

That was her game.

And for the first time, he was impressed. For the first time, he had been caught off guard. And it was glorious.

Game on, baby, game on.
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PLAYLIST: TWINKLE TWINKLE LITTLE STAR - ITG STUDIOS


There was only one thing in life she could rely on. And that was her ability to thrive in chaos. The more urgent, the more chaotic or fucked up the situation, where others lost their shit, her mind was sharp like a freshly sharpened Damascus knife. Even under the influence of too much alcohol. Or especially then, because she finally had a sense of self-worth.

It was something that had gotten her into, as much as out of, many tight spots in the past, but tonight probably was her masterpiece.

I am no fucking prey.

She would not run from him. She would not let herself be hunted. Nor would she let herself be played. And it was pure joy glancing down on the street, seeing the black G-Class being pulled over by the police.

Although she had no hope of not paying for it, right now, to her bold, drunken self, she won this round, and she would let herself have this moment of triumph. Tomorrow, the world would be back to normal.

And sure as hell, as she woke up next morning, regret greeted her like the old friend it was – in a chest-cracking, crushing embrace of royally fucked up.

Only this time, she wasn’t so sure she would survive the echoes following her actions. He was violent, he knew no rules, no laws, and throwing him into the lion’s den would surely have consequences.

Reaching for her phone, she checked the messages – one from Julie, but nothing from him.

No messages.

No calls.

No reaction at all.

And that made it more than dangerous. Nothing was more dangerous than silence.

In the following days, as the season entered the dreary month of November, she caught herself multiple times checking the chat with Deis, but nothing was there. Part of her imagined him being taken down into custody, but he would’ve surely gotten out by paying some money. So, it left her with the only conclusion possible: He was waiting. Lingering in the shadows to make her break, lower her guard.

Whenever she went outside, she listened for the sound of the G-Class, glanced around, and even went outside without her noise-canceling headphones. But there was just nothing.
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It’s been three weeks now, she noted to herself, as November almost became December.

And a big chunk of her tried to persuade herself that she simply pulled a red card, and he had no further interest in her, like all the men who saw her true self, but there was also this warning voice, telling her that all of it was a tactic.

A hunter must be patient, and he is most definitely one.

Julie


Em, are you ready for the weekend?




Fuck.

She had completely forgotten about the weekend Julie had invited her to. All of her insides groaned in revulsion.

No, do I have to?




Julie


Yes, you have to, and you will. gonna be totally amazing!




Pick you up at 2 friday




What do I need? Winter coat? Summer dress? Where are we even going? And how do we get there?




Upstate. Flying




Sth cozy and sth to dress up




Mostly inside, but take sth warm anyway




Just go with the flow. DON’T OVERTHINK IT!




‘Don’t overthink it.’ Of course I will. You are throwing me into the unknown, and I am supposed to do what? Just roll with it? Surely not.

As Friday came, she had become a regrettable ball of crisis and overwhelm. Julie eventually stopped answering her inquiring messages while she still hadn’t heard or noticed anything from Deis. The level of uncertainty was on the verge of drowning her.

So, when Julie’s black BMW X5 rolled to a halt in front of the apartment building, she entered it with utmost self-loathing mixed with a mood-killing cocktail of reluctance and a bad foreboding feeling lingering in her stomach.

“Em, it’s gonna be good. You gotta step out of your comfort zone sometimes.”

Comfort zone, the fuck. If only you knew how much out of my comfort zone I was in with your client.

“I am quite all right where I am.”

“No, you’re not. You’re in denial and constantly not finishing whatever you touch.”

“I’m fine with it.”

Okay, that was another lie.

But then, telling the truth would be an invasion into her deepest fears, so to lie it was.

“You’re not. Otherwise, there would’ve been no need for me to lend you money, so you don’t have to move out of the apartment.”

Julie was right. But acknowledging she was the one, nothing worked out for? Definitely not happening. And she didn’t ask Julie to lend her money. She’d never ask for help, ever. Julie almost made her take the money after the night they talked about Chris and everything, because, reciting her words, she was sure that if she’d lose her home, too, she would completely freak out. And maybe she would. Her new job at the diner, a couple of blocks from her apartment, did not pay well, and definitely not enough to get a new apartment. The prices were mostly double, if not triple, what she paid for her apartment right now, even for smaller ones. So, she had taken the money, promised to pay it back, unable to say how, when, or if. And now Julie was using it against her.

Wonderful.

There’s still time to turn around and leave.

But instead of saying something and running, she just kept her mouth shut and bathed in her denial.

So much about my comfort zone, Julie.

They drove to Newark Airport, where she then found out they would be flying into Buffalo. Her extensive web search for an event in Buffalo did not get her any results, which was frustrating. It was almost as if something in the universe was punishing her, serving her the extra portion of the unknown.

However, the only, quite amazing thing was that everything was paid for, and it threw her off her heels when she saw they were traveling first class.

An absolute first, literally. It impressed her on every level. How nice people were, how much space she had in the airplane, and the overall experience of it was much more comfortable than usual, which helped a lot in reducing the anxiety she had while traveling. Not that she did it much; she had been on a plane a handful of times, and all of those had been horrible.

“Makes a difference, huh?” Julie said as she watched her take in the airplane’s first-class seat.

“It does.”

“And this is only a domestic flight. Imagine what it could be like. That’s what I mean when I tell you there’s so much more to life – so much more you could reach. That intelligent brain of yours just needs to focus on something for once.”

And there it was again, the little pinches, giving her a constant reminder that she was less worthy, not belonging. It was true in the end. She did not belong; she didn’t even compare. Julie was successful beyond making more than $450k a year plus bonuses, while she served tables, tried more than unsuccessfully to write a book, and did some freelance work with many open spots as a sidekick.

Julie loved agency work, and as Julie was a master of persuasion, she had given it a try, too. The experience, however, had made her suicidal and more depressed than ever. Now, she would preferably be homeless before she’d do that again. It was horrific, and it made it impossible for her to grasp how Julie could burn so much for her job. Never-ending meetings, with way too much stress, constantly rolling heads, poor communications, and a lot of asshole clients, but whatever. Not her place to judge.

The flight was short, and after a small delay, they landed after exactly 1 hour and 33 minutes. Staring at the number made her almost freak.

Why the hell is there always a 33 involved? It’s really freaking me out.

Googling, however, almost made her bite her phone.

‘33 is a powerful master angel number, standing for luck and spiritual enlightenment.’

You’ve got to be kidding me. Angel numbers? Seriously?

What a bullshit.

The slight breeze brushing over her face as she stepped outside the airport was quite chilly. After all, it was Buffalo, so what did she expect? An expensive-looking, big black GMC SUV waited for them outside as they followed the driver who was welcoming them.

They drove for about half an hour. Niagara Falls. She read out the sign in her mind as they passed the city border. She had never seen the Niagara Falls, nor had she been much anywhere else. She grew up in a small and dull town in Michigan, and the first chance she got to get to Manhattan, she took it.

Her parents had never traveled with her; her father was away a lot and made it abundantly clear he did not care about her. And her mother never left the house whenever she could avoid it, which was always. Marie feared everything, from being run over by a truck to falling, being attacked by a dog, and especially germs. Her fear had worsened year by year until she never left the house, not even to take the trash out. Since her Alzheimer’s diagnosis, however, she did not remember any of it.

So, she tried to see it as a good thing happening to her mother. However, because her parents were what they were, she never went on vacation anywhere. Not even to visit family in a different state. And since one school trip to Georgia and a week in Cali with Chris, she hadn’t seen anything else other than Manhattan and her hometown.

Now, being in Niagara Falls was something cool, but also something way out of her safety zone at home. A slight panic pulsated through her chest.

Breathe. Am I getting like my mother? Scared of leaving the house?

This thought made her push through it. No way in hell she would become like her mother.

It’s going to be alright. Julie is here with you; it is only three days, and today is almost over.

“Miss Regan, Miss Richardson, welcome,” a man in all black greeted them as they stepped out of the car into the entrance of the massive resort. “Service will set up your rooms. Please find yourself straight to the event center, you are awaited there. You are free to use the elevators or take the stairs over there, in case you feel like moving your legs after your journey.”

And while Julie answered, behaving as if she had been here a million times, she felt like being pushed around. Her dying wish was to get to her room and charge her social battery from too much peopling.

“Em, come,” Julie called to her. Preoccupied with taking in the massiveness of the entry, she hadn’t quite noticed Julie had already reached the elevators and held the door to one of them open.

When they reached the event center, it was super weird. Instantly, a feeling of regret spread in her; all the alarms in her told her to run. Julie, who must have seen it in her eyes, took her by the hand. “No running this time, Em.”

Fuck.

There stood about two handfuls of people, all wearing black special-forces-vibes-giving clothes. While everything was mostly dark, only a few dim lights lit certain areas where people dropped personal belongings into boxes. Overall, it gave her the feeling of checking into a prison. At least that’s what she imagined it to be like from all the movies she had watched.

Only this was supposed to be a life-changing event, not a high-security wing.

“Name?” asked one of the people.

“Julie Regan, Emma Richardson.”

“Alright, please proceed to Point 4 for a check-up.”

Like I said, prison.

“Hi, my name’s Meera. So nice to meet you,” beamed a very young-looking, very excited Indian-looking girl at them. “I’m your team leader for this weekend. Please turn off all your electronic devices and put them into the designated box here. They will be stored safely and given back to you after the weekend.”

No way in hell am I storing my phone in a box where I can’t reach it for two and a half days.

“Em, do it.”

“Absolutely not. I thought this was to make my life better, not more miserable.”

“The event is designed for your focus to be a hundred percent present. It is essential that there is no outside communication. It will be so amazing, give yourself a push,” Meera told her.

Damnit.

“Julie, I’ll kill you personally for this Sunday.”

Julie laughed. “On Sunday, you’ll be so excited about life, I promise you’ll thank me for this forever.”

“Never. Promise,” she growled, but then surrendered her phone, her laptop, headphones, and smartwatch into the box, which was then sealed with a bracelet.

“This,” said Meera, handing them each the bracelet, “is your key. You can enter designated areas with it and access your box with it on Sunday.”

“So, we’re being tracked.”

“You are monitored in case something happens.”

“Something happens? Like what?”

“It’s just a precaution. Nothing physically dangerous will happen. Some people might just have a more fragile constitution, and we’re taking care of you.”

Or you’re doing risk management. Fragile constitution, as if, she thought with a cocked eyebrow at Meera, who was way too happy and bubbly. You are wearing a mask, too, Meera. Definitely hiding something behind the excitement. I can see it in your eyes.

“We’ll do a small checkup, if you’d please fill out the questionnaire on the tablet, you can take it to the room over there—” She pointed to an open door behind them. “And take your time, please. When you are ready, please return the tablet to Matt, he’s the one by the door, and he’ll give you an overview.”

Being handed a tablet, she scanned the questionnaire.

Definitely risk management.

They asked for previous known diagnoses and psychological disorders; she saw questions that tried to rule out or flag mental issues, known past traumas, overall state of health and joy in life, even questions about relationships and parents. She had seen it before in evaluations of her psyche, and those questions told a lot about the person answering them. In her spread the feeling of violated privacy, nowhere in hell would she fill this out truthfully. She had no idea where she was, who these people were, or what they’d do with the information linked to her name.

So instead of self-assessing herself as a walking red flag, she certified herself to be in the best health and purposefully lied about the parents’ questions.

Desperate times, she told herself to quieten her conscience.

Matt was a man with very soft features and a voice like silk that made her want to listen to him forever. He explained the rules of the weekend, but somehow, she couldn’t follow a sentence straight. Rules were a love-hate relationship to her. A part of her loved rules, but only the ones she set. Other rules she couldn’t follow, hell, she couldn’t even process them.

“Any questions?” he finally asked, and her mind set in again. And as they had none, he showed them to the door to the main area.

“Sounds so exciting, don’t you think? Like a mission.”

She could see in Julie’s eyes how exhilarated she was. She loved stuff like this; she loved to dive into the unknown, meet new people, and do everything social and adventure-related in general.

Holy crap! She groaned ever so loudly as she stepped into a hall with hundreds of people lined up on chairs. Revulsion engulfed her immediately. The smell of the room was bedazzling, as if someone had smoked it with too many incense sticks. It made her a bit drowsy, while her head began to hurt, accompanied by her fast-beating heart from being presented with so many people.

I fucking hate strong smells. And I fucking hate people!

“J, are you kidding me?” A dozen people turned their heads and stared at her with glazed eyes.

“Em, no talking,” hissed Julie.

No talking?

It must have been one of the rules.

“How many people are here?” she whispered.

“Supposed to be around 1,500. I told you, you had to get out of your comfort zone. Now follow the rules.”

The fuck I will.

“I didn’t process it, zoomed out.”

Now it was Julie who groaned because in their whole life together, she had heard this sentence like a million times, especially in school.

And as they reached their designated chairs, Julie reached for the notebook and pencil set out on each of the seats and scribbled the essentials on it.

1. No talking, except allowed if requested.

2. Once entered, you cannot leave until Sunday.

3. Don’t give advice.

4. Don’t judge.

5. Leave the bad vibes outside the room.

6. Tears are welcomed.

7. Sharing only in sharing spaces.

8. Always follow the orders of the team leaders.

9. If you are not feeling well, go to team leaders or share in sharing spaces.

10. Nothing of what happens here gets outside, by participating, you agree to non-disclosure for anyone outside.

Staring at the page, her mind started to race. This was beyond outrageous. All of it revolted her. It literally felt as if her insides were separating from her body. She was forced into doing whatever it was in the hopes of a better life, only in the disguise of dominance, control, and power play.

I need to get out of here. Like quick.

And while she glanced around, she saw every entrance guarded by some of the team members. She also saw Meera, who entered the door they’d come through. She placed herself at the door, as if it were a fortress with gold behind it. Only it was freedom. And right now, she had been robbed of her freedom against her will.

Fuck.

Suddenly, loud rustling noises, like water running distantly down a river, began to play. When it stopped, a deep and rich sound of a heart vibrated through her head and torso.

Bum…bum.

Bum…bum.

It was a slow, dangerous rhythm.

And then everything went pitch black.

The sound of the beating heart stopped.

Silence filled the room.

Someone breathed heavily into a microphone.

It was a deep male voice.

Rasping.

“I am your shadow,” growled the voice so deep into the microphone that goosebumps spread all over her skin. And not the good kind of them. Her insides clenched.

“And you are a worthless piece of shit.”

What the hell?

Prickling, stabbing pain seared through her chest. It was like her own inner voice replaying out loud.

“You are less than nothing.”

Fuck. I can’t deal with it.

“You deserve every last bit of shit life throws at you.”

No. Get out of my head.

The darkness zoomed in on her. It was too much. Not knowing, not seeing, not being able to get out – it overwhelmed her. Something in or around her was spinning; she couldn’t tell.

“You are weak.”

Please stop.

A scream cut through the silence, a horrific, earth-shattering scream.

A scream she felt with all of her senses.

Footsteps followed it, and then silence fell again onto the room.

More breathing.

A shudder like ice ran down her spine. She dug her nails into her arm, desperately trying to stay grounded by inflicting pain on herself. Everything in her wanted to crouch down and rock herself.

“Like I said, weak. Fragile. Worthless.”

Her heart now hammered so fast against her chest that it stumbled over its own beats.

Fuck. Breathe.

Sweat ran down her forehead as her breathing became erratic.

Boom.

The sound of an explosion erupted through the room, its waves running through her body.

No! Stop!

Another explosion shattered through the speakers. So heavy, she felt the floor beneath her feet rumble.

I can’t breathe.

Stop!

The sound of rushing water filled her ears from left, right, and center.

Where am I?

I am drowning.

And she completely lost control over where was up and where was down.

I need to get out.

I need to breathe.

But as she stood up, there was nothing. Nowhere to go as more sounds of water, explosions, and wind rushed around her.

She started to spin, trying to follow the sounds until her dizzy, bedazzled self could not feel the floor under her feet anymore.

And as she fell to the floor, silence filled the room again.

Breathe, Emma, breathe.

Footsteps issued through the room, and they drew nearer. And nearer. And nearer. Until a dark, controlled voice, a sound she’d never forget, whispered in her ear while his breath blew soft against it.

“Did you miss me, love?”

And the moment his words hit her mind, everything went blank. Her throat clenched; there was no more air to breathe as images of her past rushed into her mind.

Engulfing her.

Taking over as the world around her disappeared.

A scream resounded in her ears, shattering her insides.

It was her own.
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“Emma.”

“Em!”

“Why wasn’t she flagged?” asked a female voice.

“Clean history.”

“She sure as hell hasn’t, I’ve known her since childhood, it was a mess.”

Julie’s voice.

“But her checkup chart is empty!”

“Meera, calm down, people lie all the time, this one’s your first. Happened before, will happen again.”

“Emma.”

Voices. So many voices.

“Emma, focus on my voice.” It was his voice. So grounding. But there were so many memories. So many memories.

Breathing against her neck.

And a shudder ran through her body before reality distorted, and her mind flashed back.
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The Lord of the Rings poster with Gollum’s glowing eyes staring at her in the dark, while his hand wandered around her belly.

“You smell so lovely, love.”

Something hard was pushing against her back.

“Mommy…”

“Mommy is asleep, you don’t want to wake her, do you? She is always so fragile.”

His hand creeps under her pajamas.

“Did you miss me, love?”
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“NO!” she shouted out so loudly and jumped up. Fear consumed her, ripping her soul into pieces of darkness.

A touch on her arm.

“Emma, what did you see?”

Her unfocused eyes wandered from the touch to the person the hand and voice belonged to. And when her eyes finally focused, she glanced straight into the ice-blue eyes that had already pierced her, stripped her, ripped her open. In them, no concern but a longing.

“My…father,” she started, but then her voice broke as she heard movement behind her, and the realization hit her that she wasn’t alone. Spinning around, seeing all the people staring at her. Fear zoomed in on her once again.

“Everyone, out,” he ordered them.

And as the door clicked, he sat himself front facing her to her on the floor.

“Tell me what he did.” Even now, where she was so occupied in her mind, listening to her body, she still noticed the longing in his voice that he couldn’t hide. There he sat, Deis, staring at her with eyes almost eating her.

What the hell?

And somewhere, very deep down in her, she knew all of this wasn’t a coincidence. There could only be so much.

“He whispered the same words into my ears as you… you…” she stammered. “Every time he’d tuck me tight and…and—” She couldn’t speak it out loud.

Unable to say why she told him, why words poured out of her, why she wasn’t angry, why she wasn't revolting, fleeing, or getting out of the danger zone, she just let the words flow, unfiltered, untamed, and uncontrolled as they came.

Her body began to tremble while she told him what she remembered, what her father did, and a coldness filled her veins she had never felt before as a painful realization hit her.

“Didn’t you know before?”

“No, I…I never…I only have a few memories of my childhood.”

“Your mind protected you from overwhelm. Until my words triggered the memory. That is exactly what this whole weekend is about. You will free yourself from whatever holds you back, ma belle.”

“You don’t seriously believe I’ll continue after this?” And as he triggered the rage in her, she was finally able to focus her mind again.

“Oh, you will. You’ll actually be the one I’ll coach publicly.”

“Absolutely fucking not. I will not pour out my soul and story in front of more than a thousand people.”

“You will because I say so. See it as punishment for the stunt you pulled with the police. And if you run, I’ll promise you, you’ll watch behind your back for the rest of your life.”

This man had no empathy, no conscience, not a single feeling of guilt or regret. There was no further need for confirmation. She saw it, right this moment, clearer than ever.

“You will give up control, and if I need to break you in order for you to do it, because your stubborn, righteous, moral ass does not allow it any other way.”

What the fuck?

And as the words sank in, for the first time, she feared him. Truly, utterly feared him.

I need to get away. Far, far away.

“At least I have morals,” she said dismissively.

“Do you? Or do you just tell yourself as much because people will like you more then?”

His words seared through her like a knife. He pushed her onto the cliff where she had stood her entire life. The cliff of doing what was right, socially accepted, required, and needed, while something in her wanted all the things, wanted so much more, to dive into the wild waters waiting for her to finally jump. Only there was no coming back from it, as the water would eat her like a butterfly with broken wings falling into a volcano.

“Look at me.”

Unable to help herself but follow his order once again, her gaze wandered up into his eyes, and he gripped her chin, pulling her softly towards him.

“There’s nothing you cannot do, ma belle. You only need to allow yourself to truly be you. There is this lioness in you waiting to be released. And you might not see it, but I do. When I see you, all I see is this beautiful, raw soul burning me to the ground just by existing. You are so much, Emma. If you’d only allow yourself to see it, too. Because I do, ma belle, I do. Everything is possible. Everything.”

A part of her wanted to declare him a liar, but as she glanced into his eyes, he meant every fucking word of it.

And then he leaned forward, his soft, quite hot lips met hers, sweetly consuming her insides as fire burst from her core up to her stomach to her chest.

No one had ever believed in her. Feeling his words flow through her made her high from an unbelievably ecstatic rush circling through her veins.

The dangerous stranger she should run from.

Should.
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: JOTUNHEIM - DANHEIM


It’s Saturday. I survived yesterday. Barely.

The night had been awful. She hadn’t slept at all; a part of her felt everything, while the rest of her tried to shut out all emotions. Obsessive, overwhelming thoughts tried to engulf her in a never-ending darkness, while her mind tried to recall all her childhood memories. It was crushing, and for more than a dozen times she had thought about ending the crap-shit of an event and get the hell out of here.

Only she didn’t do it. Primarily because of the stupidest reason ever: she wanted to prove she was worth believing in. Secondly, she was scared. Scared of being alone with herself and her thoughts. And scared of Deis. He made it abundantly clear she would pay heavily if she quit. The threat he sent after her while she left the room still resounded in her ears. He had gripped her arm, pulled her back, only to whisper darkly in her ear.

Leave, and I’ll destroy your life, starting with posting the video.

Just thinking of it made a shudder run down her spine.

In that moment, she had frozen. Because he had shown his real face. It was a power play for him, and she was the prize. He wanted something – her, and he would not stop until he had her. He would do everything to get her, even if it meant destroying her.

So, she stayed. Frozen in her body while her mind raced to find an escape.

She was already awake when her alarm went off to remind her she had to attend meditation; her mind was doing flic-flacks through her head. It was 4.30 in the morning.

Meditating. Sitting still. Not her strength. Especially not when forced. And while being in a room with hundreds, even more than a thousand people, who all felt things and all sent vibes into the room, it was even worse. So, when she sat there in the dimly lit room, trying to focus, she was nothing more than a ping-pong ball being shot across the room by other people’s emotions.

Deis walked through the room while he did this strange thing called guided meditation, which gave her the creeps only from listening.

“Become onnneee wwwiiith theee voooid.”

Chills ran down her spine as he walked past. And then his arms gripped around her. His touch almost made her gasp for air.

“Leeettt iiittt goooooo,” he growled darkly into the mic directly behind her. “Leeettt yourselfffff be consuuumed byyy theee voooid.”

Geez.

A deep breath of relief issued from her throat as he let go and moved past her. Immediately, she opened an eye and squinted through it, glancing around. Everyone else seemed to be all in.

Why and how are they doing it? It’s rubbish!

Unable to say how much time had passed, eventually the music stopped, and the whole room went pitch black again. The memory of what happened last time made her heart hammer against her chest, and her hands became sweaty in an instant.

“Now it is time to transform your shadow into light,” came Deis’ voice in the dark, and then all the lights in the room went on with a crazy light show, while some weird Viking-like electronic music filled the room.

It made all of her brain hurt. It was too bright. Too many flashes. Too loud.

“Free yourself!” shouted Deis like an order into the mic, with such a growling undertone that it was quite frightening.

“It is time…to let go!”

“Let go of everything!”

“Shake. It. Off!”

And people around her began to dance, to shake themselves, to jump as if no one would be watching in an animalistic sort of way, fitting the carnal vibes of the music. They all just followed his orders. Even Julie, next to her, let herself go in full ecstasy.

The hell I will.

She just stood there, rooted to the spot. Staring at Deis on stage, hyping them up.

Don’t they see? It’s a show. A manipulation. And he enjoys every last bit of it. Look at his eyes, it’s all in there.

Only everyone else was too energetically high to observe him. Not to trust him. People celebrated him, and it was exactly what he wanted.

Then, his eyes met hers. Full of danger, they shouted at her to run. They were dark, calculating, and he was loaded from all the power he got. The room around them disappeared, like on the very first day they met. Only this time she knew for sure how dangerous he was; she knew what would come, and yet she was rooted to the spot. Unable to move. He would tear her apart, like a wolf ripping a sheep.

The music stopped, and the silence circled her back into her surroundings. Just for the fraction of a second, the corner of his mouth twitched. Something would come, and she knew exactly what.

“It is so amazing to see all of you here, breaking the cycle of many generations. This weekend will finally free you from your past and allow you to step into a new life. This weekend will unlock your potential, unleash the true self waiting so desperately to be freed,” he said with a smile.

She had never seen him smile before, and it was not an honest one. It was a mask, a show, a manipulation, like everything else.

And people cheered, adored him.

“Are you ready to finally be free?” he shouted into the microphone.

And the room unanimously cheered, “Yeeeeees.”

Gods, cut the crap.

“So, let’s start. You’ll now hug the person next to you and tell them something empowering, something you love about them, even if you don’t know them.”

Hugging. Telling someone I don’t know what I love about them? This is a joke, right?

As the whole room started buzzing, Julie slung her arms around her and hugged her. “You are so brave to go through all this.”

I am not brave; I was forced to do it. Big difference.

Forcing out a “You are sunshine lighting up everyone around you” she ended the hug quickly, while she had the urge to shake something off.

Deis then went into an endless lecture about how life can change in the fraction of a second, how someone just needs to be open to endless possibilities, and how everyone was the creator of their own life.

Classist bullshit.

She knew it would end in something like that the moment Julie had told her. And now, it became a nightmare, even worse than she had expected. It made her want to drown in the Niagara Falls.

Glancing around the room, she saw all the people gazing up at Deis in complete amazement; they worshipped him. All of them. Blended and consumed by his manipulation through the beautiful chosen words and his effective use of expression and language, it was all it needed to have people believe it. Well, and to give them hope.

But she saw it – she knew what lay hidden behind that carefully curated mask. She saw the cold depth in his eyes beneath the fake smiles and sparkling glances. Oh, he was good, no question about it. Pushing people through their fears, making them vulnerable, ripping them open to only to hook them by their desires and needs, offering solutions for their deepest pain, letting them hope for a better life – it was a genius strategy to make people depend on it. It made them do what he wanted. None of it was the fault of the people; they just took the last straw he held out for them. And he got people admiring him out of it. People doing what he wanted, giving him their money and souls stripped bare. It was brilliant, as much as it disgusted her.

Truly a master of his art.

And nobody saw it. Nobody even questioned his intentions because he was too good. So unbelievably good at hiding what lay beneath. The intentions, in truth, have nothing to do with helping but everything with building a legacy for himself.

She had suspected, and now she knew. She saw it. Witnessed it live.

And maybe she was the only one that saw it, because she knew exactly how to put on a mask like that. Only she did not use it to exploit people, but to survive.

“Emma, how are you feeling today?” Deis suddenly asked her, and 1,500 heads turned to her. All her insides clenched as she wanted nothing more than a hole in the mountains to hide herself in for the rest of her life.

A crew member pressed a microphone in her hand while she just stared at him, completely frozen.

He really did it.

“Emma had her shadow overwhelm her last night, and today, we’ll work through her transformation together.”

Fuck you. By all means. Fuck you to the next galaxy and back!

“Why don’t you tell us what problems you are facing in your life?”

Radio silence. The people. Her. Panic made her heart beat up to her throat.

“From what I heard yesterday, your father abused you as a child. So, tell us, how do you feel?”

Her throat tightened. He had done it. Now, everyone knew. Blind rage boiled in her. So heavy, her skin felt like she was on fire.

How I feel? Are you like, mental? How do you think I feel having all those people hear it?

“Maybe it is a bit much to process right now, that’s okay, Emma. Maybe it helps you to see that you are not alone. Please, everyone, who else was abused as a child, please stand up.”

Why would he have people admit it? Push them through it in such an unsafe setting?

Glancing around, ten, fifteen, twenty, thirty, fifty, and even more people stood up. It was horrific. So many people. Abused.

“See, Emma. You are not alone. So, tell me, what are your problems in life?”

Julie gave her a nudge. “Em, do it. Give yourself a push. You are already here.”

And she didn’t know why she said it, but it just poured out of her with a shaky voice.

“N-Nothing seems t-to work out for me.” The moment she had said it, her body rolled back her shoulders automatically, as if it had to remove something, shake off that awful perception of shame and judgment.

“What is nothing, exactly?”

“Can’t keep a job, can’t finish my studies, can’t maintain relationships, and life overwhelms me in general.”

Here you go, y’all. I’m the loser.

“Who do you believe is responsible for that?” Deis asked while he walked from the stage straight towards her.

“My parents for fucking up my life.”

“No.”

You’ve got to be kidding me! And more anger rose in her.

“You are responsible, Emma. Because you let your past define your future.”

And then he reached her.

She could only stare at him while her heart pounded relentlessly against her chest.

“Tell me, you’ve thought about killing yourself many times, haven’t you, Emma?”

The room around her began to spin. The moment he said it, everything in her started to buzz; her ears, it was too much.

“Answer.”

She nodded.

So many fucking times.

“I see you. I feel you. We all do. Here’s the thing, Emma. You have a choice. You can go back to your old and miserable life, lying to yourself. Or we can make a deal in front of all these witnesses that, from now on, you will be you, unapologetically you. And you will go out for your dreams, you will fight for what you want, and there will be no more people ruling your life.”

There they were, his piercing eyes, staring at her. One of his hands was on the right side of her face. But she did not feel it. She felt none of it because it was all a fucking lie. It was a role he played; nothing of it meant anything to him. He was unable to feel empathy. The only reason he was ‘helping’ others was because they thanked him for it. And she would sure as hell not be a part of it. There were indeed no more people ruling her life. Starting with him. And she let her microphone fall to the floor.

“I see you, too,” she whispered and wiggled out of his grip and ran.

“Emma, stop,” he roared after her.

And she stopped just for a step.

“If you leave now, there is no coming back. You must see, life always happens for you, not to you.”

But she didn’t hear him anymore.

I must get out. I must. There is not enough air in here.

The moment she burst out of the conference room, air flooded her lungs again. She leaned against the wall opposite the door, trembling. All those people now knew her face and her story.

And then the door opened again. Deis stormed out, ripped the microphone from his face and threw it on the floor.

Something in his eyes had changed. Or his mask was finally off. But what she saw made her run.

“Not another step,” he roared behind her.

Exit, where is the fucking exit?

But it was too late. His presence behind her radiated onto her back before his hand gripped around her wrist.

“I told you to stop.”

With it, he pulled her back and pushed her hard, front-facing into the wall next to them.

“I am not your puppet.”

“No, you are not. But you are mine.” And he leaned himself onto her, one hand wandering around her throat.

Damn.

A shiver like a waterfall of ice cascaded down her back, and somewhere deep down, in her deepest and most hidden core, an ecstatic prickling sprang to life. Only it couldn’t be. He was a dangerous man, and she would not let herself be consumed by him again.

“I’ll never be yours.”

“Oh, you already are. You were from the moment I fucked that pestilent mouth of yours. And I told you, you’ll pay for it if you leave.”

“I. Am. Not. Yours. So, fuck off.”

“You know, I’d rather fuck you right here, where everyone can see what a disobedient broken minx you are.”

And she could feel his hard cock pressing against her butt.

“You’d never. People would see. What would people think of you when they read the papers tomorrow and learn their favorite guru raped a client at an event? They’d eat you alive, and all your power would be gone.”

Still sharp under pressure. Thank that non-existent God for that ability.

It was the only thing she could think of. The only way to grasp a man like him by the balls was through ego, his deepest longings, and desires. “And aside from that, I only did what you told me, not have others rule my life.”

“Mhhhm,” he breathed into her ear, which made goosebumps prick her back in a silent shiver. It was like she had a violent bear standing behind her, waiting for it to decide whether to eat her or not.

She should fear him. But then, she had never felt more alive than with him. It was a blissful second where she embraced being alive, feeling thrilled and almost high from it.

And exactly at that moment, he pushed himself off and whirled her around. On his face, a malicious grin while he backed off, piercing her with his eyes.

“Run, love, run. And watch your back.”
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DEIS
PLAYLIST: LOSE CONTROL – AG & MINDY JONES


Hell, this woman.

She would be his downfall. Unpredictably, she had messed with him, with his emotions and all his plans. Because she had the dare. The dare to stand against him. And not only was it her dare, but somehow, she managed to keep a clear mind in all the chaos. Ultimately, he wanted to break her. Break her shell and let in the light to explore her darkness. But she did not break. Because she wasn’t weak. She wasn’t fragile. She was everything, but.

All of him longed for her to run. So he had a reason to go after her. A reason to lash out at her for being so sassy. It would be a splendid play coming to an end with a grand finale.

But she did not run when he let go of her.

Instead, a smile he had never seen before appeared on her face as she drew herself up, her eyes flashing at him with a darkness in them that drew him magically to her. All the fear and panic…vanished. It was the same woman who had whispered to him, ‘I see you, too.’

She knew exactly who and what he was. And instead of running, she played him like the most gifted pianists on this earth played their piano - with caution, with care, and in full symbiosis.

The way she looked at him was intoxicating.

“Only prey runs,” she whispered, and for the first time ever, a vibrant shudder of pure, warm delight ran through his body.

When she moved towards him, all of her shouted strength and power. Gone was the fearful introverted girl from a minute ago. In front of him, pushing him backward into the wall by the throat, was a woman fierce like fire and destructive as a hurricane. Her palms then encased his face while her lips met his in a daring union of fierceness and lust, her tongue valiantly entering his mouth like a goddess claiming him. Within him, an explosion of arousal fired through his body as he let her take over.

She was wild water.

And roaring fire.

She was the most beautiful of days.

And the sweetest darkness of the night.

She was the deepest of oceans.

And the highest of mountains.

She was heaven.

And hell.

The air he breathed.

And the ground he worshipped.

United in an uncontrollable, intoxicating force of nature ripping him of his sanity.

And right at this moment, he knew she would be the queen to his kingdom.

With his hands, he trailed over the small curves of her body up to her neck, and just when he wanted to take her, she let go of his face and pushed herself off him. The same devilish smile on her face that he had witnessed the night she went to Anson’s.

For one last time, she leaned in on him. A cloud of her consuming lavender smell rushed over him. With her right hand pressed on his chest, she trailed with her lips from his collarbone to his neck and up to his ear, her warm breath meeting his skin like the sun. Feeling it was marvelous.

Her whisper in his ear came so silent, so calculated, it made all his muscles tense within a single moment.

“Game on.”

And with it, she pushed herself off him, turned around, and walked away. Slowly, without another glance back, because she was, after all, no prey.

Goosebumps appeared all over his skin, a prickling anticipation swapping over him like a wave pressing him under water. Only he wanted to drown himself in her.

Oh, Emma, ma belle.

Never had he thought it possible to find a woman like her. She was the first to render him speechless and had him hanging in between. And because he had never met anyone like her, he was flying blind. His instincts alone told him to be cautious; something about her was so daring, so out of place that he could not foresee the extent of her action.

Just to be sure, he fumbled out his phone and called Ed.

“Monitor her closely. I have a feeling.”

The rest of him just floated in the sweet moment of what was to come. And he could not wait.

For the first time in his life, it was a challenge for him to switch back to the event. Normally, it was easy, as hunting came so naturally, and exposing people to their true nature made him feel high. Today, however, he wanted to get it over with as fast as possible.

In his mind, her beautiful last words resounded eternally, probably until he’d make his last breath.

“Game on.”

Probably the best thing a woman has and will ever have said to me.
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The rest of the event seemed to go on forever. All he wanted was to be in a quiet room and form a strategy in his mind. Usually, he enjoyed the people baring their souls, but he simply could not focus. So, when Sunday afternoon and the closing celebration were done, he was truly annoyed.

“Deis!”

“Julie.”

Make it quick.

“It was phenomenal. And about Emma, I…I told you, she’s a bit complicated. Sorry, she messed things up a bit.”

She’s not complicated, anything but.

“It was nothing out of the ordinary, believe me. Do you know where she went or what her plans were? She ripped off her bracelet after opening the deposit box.”

“I have no clue, but if I had to guess, home or wandering around. We haven’t talked since yesterday. She completely shut me out. I suppose she blames me for bringing her.”

“I’ll check with the hotel, just want to be sure she is not doing anything stupid, and she’s coping.”

“That’s so nice of you! See you tomorrow at ten for the meeting then.”

If you knew the truth. You could connect the dots with all the information on the table, with all your intelligence, but you don’t. Because you fall for the obvious and don’t recognize it, just like everyone else.

Not that he minded.

The moment Julie was gone, he reached for his phone.

“Where is she?”

“Back in Manhattan, and you won’t like it.”

“What is she doing?”

“Sending it to you right now.”

He was staring at the images.

No way. She did not.

“What am I looking at, Ed?”

“You are looking at Carl Pearson, Julie’s fiancée, with Emma taking drugs and hanging out in her apartment.”

Taking in the magnitude of her actions, his mind tried to focus, but control slipped from beneath his fingers.

She knows about the cameras. She did not remove them. It’s intentional.

But his system had already gone into dark mode. Betrayal. Intentional betrayal. Her game was on another level. And he would not allow it. She had gone too far.

“What are they taking? Cocaine?”

“From the looks of it. He brought it. She sent him a text: ‘Have you seen Jay Jay on the 3rd?’ And he turned up an hour later. I suppose it’s not the first time. They seem quite familiar with each other, and they are for sure on a high right now, it’s their fifth line in less than an hour already.”

“Get me an advanced background check on him.”

“Already done, sending you the file right now. You won’t like it.”

Glancing over the first documents, something in him clenched.

“Didn’t Julie say he held a PHD in Physics, and didn’t we confirm as much in the regular check before we signed up Bloom?”

“She did, and yes.”

“So, he’s a liar.”

“I believe worse. Look at the aliases, the charges. A liar with friends in high places.”

There they were: passports and driver’s licenses going by different names. Tony Quinn, Ben Ascot, Aden Wright. Names connected to sexual assault, violence in all shades, drugs, illegal ownership of guns, and trafficking.

“How is this guy walking free?”

“Never convicted. Look who’s the daddy.”

And sure, as hell, the daddy was none other than star lawyer Andrew Pearson. Not only a nasty specimen and biting bull terrier on the loose, but also…

“Delilah’s bulldog.”

“Yes.”

“I don’t believe in coincidences.”

“Neither do I. What do you want me to do?”

The son of Delilah’s bulldog is close to Emma. He is also Julie’s fiancé. Julie, who is taking over my PR, has many sensitive details and now knows strategies.

“Watch them closely, let it play out, intervene only if Emma’s safety is a concern. Have all of them tailed 24/7. Delilah, Andrew, and Richard, too. I’m flying in now.”
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The whole flight, he had to cope with barely holding on as he watched Emma and Carl. Something in him—may it be his instinct—told him that something was about to happen.

His assistant, Simon, a very slick person who did whatever he was told, picked him up from Newark Private Terminal with the GMC. Traffic was bad. He could sense they were running out of time. And sure enough, as they were about five minutes out, things became messy.

“It’s not good. He’s becoming quite touchy,” Ed told him over the speaker. Not that he didn’t see for himself.

Touchy was a full-blown understatement.

“Why don’t I have sound?”

“Jaz is getting you the sound right now. Simon, give him an earpiece.”

“Here.” Simon, driving his car, handed it over to him.

What he heard was bad.

“Carl, stop it. What the hell are you doing!?”

Carl had thrown her onto the bed, face down, and pulled back her arms.

“Don’t be a killjoy, Em, I can see you want to be fucked. You’ve wanted it for years, months.”

“Carl, no!”

But he just took his belt and tried to cuff her hands with it. She, however, was fiercely trying to wiggle out of his grip and kicked him hard in his balls. Only he didn’t even flinch.

“I like it when they fight, you know.”

And with it, he pressed his knee into her back. A position almost unable to get out of if he pressed the right buttons, and it looked like he did.

Rage beyond anything else cooked up in him as he listened to what was going on in her apartment. No one would touch her. And Carl would pay, hard.

“How much longer, Simon?”

“Ninety seconds out.”

You are dead, Carl. You are dead. And he leaned down to fumble out the gun from under the seat.

“Carl, you’re marrying Julie, what the fuck are you doing?” he heard her shriek.

As they arrived in front of the building, he jumped out of the car before it came to a halt and raced up to her apartment, taking the stairs. With a glance at the screen in his hands, he saw her hands were tied and fixed above her head.

“Oh, I am marrying her. And you will shut your mouth, or I’ll have some nice photos of your cunt being fucked deep all over social media and some charges for the jay jay.”

2nd floor.

“Carl!” she shrieked in panic. “I just wanted a fun night with no mind racing, seriously. Where is this coming from? Let go of…ummpf…mmd.”

Carl thrust her rolled-up socks into her mouth.

3rd floor.

“You need to chill, sweetheart. It’s just a fuck.” And with that, he opened his pants.

4th floor.

Carl spat in his free hand and rubbed it between Emma’s thighs. Watching it produced a rage in him beyond every and anything. A rage roaring like a firestorm through his veins, destroying everything in its way. Carl would pay for it, heavy and with his life.

5th floor.

It took Carl a single swift movement, and he kneeled behind her, pulled her up, and pushed in with a single hard thrust. And just at that moment, he burst open the door to her apartment. Emma had become completely rigid. No more fighting it. Just enduring it. Silent, faraway sobs resounded through the earpiece. He burst into the bedroom with two steps. Carl had turned around, facing him with his disgusting cock. Emma’s silent sobs trailed heavily directly into his chest and touched something. Something that now roared murder.
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: SO COLD - BEN COCKS, NIKISHA REYES-PILE


Coldness. Never-ending coldness streamed like ice through her veins as Carl’s heavy perfume fell onto her with the realization, he really would do it. A scent she would never forget for the rest of her life. Imprinted with the sensation of being taken without consent, it shattered her soul apart.

Carl, the usually sweet guy, who always went into a deep talk with her. Carl, who she’d spent hours in Julie’s and his apartment while listening to how he worshipped Julie and how he enjoyed his research job. Yes, he had gotten her some cocaine over the past years as things requested some stamina – or, well, forgetting, but this? Never ever in her life had she believed him, of all people, to rape her.

And the moment he entered her, she lay back in her childhood bed. The painful feeling of being entered without consent broke her like a mirror into a million pieces. Deep, deep inside her, everything fell apart while everything was frozen at the same time. Unable to tell if it was the feeling of her father back then or Carl right now, she zoomed out, her heartbeat racing, but the world around her wasn’t there anymore. There was only nothingness. Not even pain. Just nothingness. No emotion. No pain. No her.

Boom!

But even that did not matter.

Ice-blue eyes stared at her, or what used to be her. She was not herself anymore. Her body didn’t belong to her.

“Emma.”

Who is Emma?

Am I Emma?

I don’t know.

Warmth around me.

Is that really me?

“Come here.”

Can’t.

“It’ll be alright.”

A hand on my face.

This…is…my face?

Warmth.

Bum…Bum.

Bum…Bum.

Heartbeat.

His heartbeat.

Maybe it was an hour. Maybe a whole night. Maybe a whole month. Unable to grasp the passing time, she could slowly feel her body returning to her. Her mind was able to focus back on the space she took in the realm of this world. Her warm and breathing underground by the name of Deis, calmly caressing her hair with his hands.

He came.

He saved me.

After all that happened between us, he could’ve just let it happen.

So somewhere in there, there must be a heart, right?

And she placed her palm on the chest she lay on. The soft and calm beat pulsated against the skin of her hand.

Maybe it spoke a different language, but there was one.

“I came as fast as I could. I am so sorry I wasn’t here earlier,” his words trailed softly into her ear.

Whatever.

“We have it on camera, so he won’t wiggle out of his misdeeds again.”

“Again?”

“He’s not who you think he is, but it doesn’t matter now.”

He was right. It didn’t matter right now.

“Emma, there’s something I need to ask of you. Do the forensic medical exam, please.”

“The rape kit? Is the evidence that important?”

“Essential, he’s a really bad guy.”

“Okay.”

“Okay?”

“Yes.”

Like I said, whatever.
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Doing the forensic medical exam was probably the worst and most humiliating thing she had ever done. But what was the most disturbing thing happening was Deis. They left her apartment, and he walked her into the hospital, but then lurked always five steps behind her, and somehow, she couldn’t shake the feeling he was trying to keep her out of sight or not be seen with her.

Is it because he’s famous? People might recognize him.

Things, however, became really weird when a nurse came into the room, gasped, and blushed at the sight of Deis, who sat on a chair in the corner.

So, he must be people-recognize-him-everywhere-famous. I really must google him later, now I know what he does.

“You know, you can wait outside if you don’t want to be seen with me,” Emma said coldly after the nurse left.

“No.”

“No, you don’t want to wait outside, or no, you don’t want to be seen with me?”

“Both.”

The moment the word came over his lips, she froze internally as they hit her like a basketball in the face.

“Go.”

And as he didn’t move, she repeated herself more clearly, “Deis, leave, now.”

“No.”

“If you don’t want to be seen with me, I don’t need you here. Get. Out.”

“Emma, the world is not black and white. I am a person in public focus; people will talk, and the echo will be awful. It’s in your interest, too, believe me.”

“Then get out of here, leave!”

“I won’t leave you alone.”

“Don’t tell me you care now because you don’t. You have a plan, and I am somewhat important to it,” as she said it, his eyes flashed, confirming her suspicion, “but I don’t want to be part of it. So, go, I can handle myself.”

How could I be so stupid as to even think there was more to it? That he somehow liked me? That he has a heart? Gods, you are so stupid, Em. He has a plan, and that’s what it’s all about.

He stared at her. “Emma⁠—”

“Leave now, or I will have you removed,” she said, trying to keep the bitterness out of her voice.

When he left, he glanced into her eyes one last time, but she broke it by staring out of the window into the darkness of the night. And the moment the door closed, tears flooded down her cheeks. His feeling of the need to hide her, to not be associated with, made her feel dirty and worthless. And for whatever reason, it felt just as bad as the feeling of shame boiling in the shadows of her heart from what happened with Carl. Both emotions nagged her in the depths of her chest, and she wanted nothing more than to disappear. Dissolve into the nothingness of the universe.

I don’t matter.

I’m just a name on a file somewhere.

And if I die, no one will care.

Mother doesn’t know she has a child.

Julie doesn’t know what her fiancé did.

Carl raped me. My own father raped me!

And Deis wants to hide me.

I’m just a nobody.

A lost soul. No one fucking cares about me.

“Hi Emma, I’m Claire. I’d like to talk to you about what happened and what you need right now,” said the woman in a white coat who had entered the room very carefully and at a respectful distance. “May I sit with you for a moment?”

“If you must.”

What I need is a scalpel.

“It won’t take long. Do you feel like talking about what happened?”

“I’ve already said everything.”

“For the official record, yes. But what I want to hear is about your feelings and what you need.”

My feelings? Certainly not. And a part of her immediately retracted, getting as much distance between itself and the psych lady.

“I’m fine, been through worse,” she said, trying so hard to make her voice convincing.

“Dissociation of emotions is a way of protection, that, however, does not mean they aren’t there. Are you in therapy? Or would you like me to set an appointment for you?”

I don’t have the money for a shrink, even if I did, I wouldn’t want you to. They’ll put me in a psych ward and vanish me.

“I am aware. And no, I just want the papers and to leave.”

“I understand. Just in case you change your mind, here is a list of addresses and resources. I’ll put it here for you.”

She was absolutely sure she would never use it, but stuffed it in her bag to avoid being admitted immediately and at least to look like she was processing what had happened. She should feel something about what happened—anger, shame, whatever—but there was just nothing. Maybe it was dissociation, or maybe she had already gone through all the shit in the world, and there was nothing she could feel about anymore.

I’m just broken. That’s why Deis doesn’t want to be seen with me.

And that ever-consuming feeling of being an outsider, of being unworthy, greeted her with heaviness in her chest.

When she finally got the papers, she almost ran out of the hospital. As the typical Manhattan air went up her nose, she closed her eyes for a moment to take it in. Listening to the buzzing sounds of honking cars and never-ending traffic.

Only tonight something was different—or more so this morning—as she glanced at her phone; it was exactly 5.33 in the morning. Seeing it made her shudder.

The damn 33. A bit too many coincidences by now.

The city, which normally felt like home to her on a goosebumps-producing level, didn’t feel like home anymore. Once again in her life, she felt like an uprooted tree after a hurricane, where nothing was where it was supposed to be, and there was no way back.

So she walked. Because while she walked, she was still standing. Still breathing. Still alive.

When she reached her apartment building after walking a dozen blocks down 9th Avenue, she stood in front of it but simply couldn’t enter. Images flashed through her mind like a stroboscope. It wasn’t home anymore; it hadn’t been since the day she found Chris and Sami fucking, and looking back, it had never been a home before.

I have nowhere to go.

I have no home.

I have nothing.

Why do things like this always happen to me?

Why am I always the one who ends up hurt and lost?

My entire life, I’ve been there for others, helped, and been nice. Despite everything. And somehow, I am always the one being punished.

What’s the fucking point?

So, without another glance, she turned and walked. Walked so her problems, her emotions would not wrestle her to the ground. She made her way down 10th Avenue until she reached the High Line. There, she said hi to the sweet staff member, smiling at her as he just opened the park.

“How’s Nia doing?” she asked him.

“Better, thanks for asking, Em. How are you?”

“Will be alright, forgot the coffee today, quite a messy past few days.”

“Em, ya don’t have to, ya know that.”

“Take care,” she said and went to stroll down the greened old subway track between classic and modern New York City architecture. It was one of her favorite things to do.

As she sat down on a bench at the height of 20th St., the cloudy sky, with the horizon slowly being colored in all shades of pink and orange by the approaching sunrise, laughed at her with all its beauty.

Maybe I can stay here forever and lose myself in the view.

And while she sat there, endless guilt and shame crawled up in her, consuming her inner existence, almost chewing away her organs from the feel of it. A growing urge wanted nothing more than to separate her body from her skin. She felt dirty, used, and the worst of it, she felt like all of it was her fault. She had asked him to come over. It was her inability to cope with life that made her message him.

My incapability. My stupidity.

A feeling like someone stabbed her in the chest. At least that was what she thought it felt like.

Her phone vibrated. Seeing who it was made her groan.

Julie


Hope u r alright




Sorry it went that way




I’m fine, told you




Can you talk?




Sth happened with Carl




Her heart dropped. She had opted out of reporting the crime as they did the FME; she wanted to think about it first, form a strategy.

what happened?




Julie called within five seconds of the message being sent.

“Em, Carl, he—” She was sobbing so heavily, her voice shaking, it seemed words failed her.

“Julie, breathe.”

“He sent me a text, a fucking text, things are over with us, and he’s in love with someone else, and then the police came by and questioned me about him sexually assaulting a woman.”

He what?

And then it dawned on her.

Deis. It was him for sure.

Blind rage fired through her within the second.

How could he? Against my will?

She had no idea what happened with Carl the moment Deis had entered her apartment; it was all such a blur, but Deis would for sure have things handled. Reporting him to the police against her will was something beyond.

“I’m so sorry, J. Better to see his true face now than after the wedding, I suppose?”

She tried to control her voice as much as she could. All of her just wanted to forget what happened, and Deis just acted. But sure as hell, she wouldn’t be the one dropping that shit on Julie. Nor the drugs thing. All of it had to spin far, far away.

“It’s just so strange. His stuff is still here, but he’s not answering any of my other messages. I just can’t believe it. We’ve been together for ages. Why? How?”

“I don’t know. Only that everyone has secrets. Maybe he wanted to bind you, have you feel secure while he did something else. I dunno.”

“But how could I not see?”

“Because he was always kind and sweet with you and everyone. Maybe it was a mask. Maybe too many green flags are a red flag, I dunno. Don’t blame yourself for other people’s faults.”

Funny how I give her the advice, I should listen to myself.

“I feel so bad. First, what happened with you, now Carl⁠—”

Yeah, you should.

“Don’t. Well, maybe for the event thing, but with Carl, you couldn’t have known. I’m sure you’ll find someone amazing one day, someone who really values you.”

I sound like Deis on stage. Giving stupid advice while my life’s a mess.

“I don’t know. This might take a lot of time to get over with.”

“You are Julie Regan. You are a ray of sunshine, having people fall for you just by walking by, you will get over him pretty fast, I believe,” she said with a forced chuckle.

Julie laughed.

“Thanks, Em. How are you?”

“Thriving in chaos, you know me.” She tried to drive her away as she had absolutely no intention to dive into what happened.

“Give me a call if you need anything.”

“Sure, thanks.”

Pretty sure she would never, she stuffed her phone aside.

So, something happened with Carl. It must’ve been Deis. Must.

With a quick glance at her watch, she saw it was already 7.30 a.m., and in about an hour her shift at the diner would start. It was a job she had taken on just for the sake of having some income and getting her mind off things; her heart wasn’t in it at all. It would be a long and exhausting day. For a moment, she thought about going back to the apartment and taking the rest of the day to get herself through the day and quieten the pain in her, but then she didn’t want to set foot in the apartment right now.

As she walked up 10th Avenue, turning for 34th St., a bit later, she still fumed inside, bathing in a toxic cocktail of her emotions ranging from anger to shame. When she finally reached the diner on the corner of 9th Avenue, a familiar deep exhaust sound trailed into her ears. And undoubtedly, when she glanced behind her up 9th Avenue, there it was: the black G-Class. The daring he had turning up here.

How does he even know where I work?

She hadn’t told anyone. So, he must have her under more surveillance than just the cameras. Just thinking of it made her anger double. Except for a tiny, tiny part of her that found his possessiveness quite enchanting.

I told you to leave




Deis


You shouldn’t be working




Unlike you, some people have to make a living




You won’t make it in a diner, you’re better than that




Fuck off, classist asshole




She loathed people who judged others by their jobs and, even worse, who thought some jobs were less worthy. The job she has had at the agency for a few months was recognized and paid well, but it was the worst job of her life. While the library one not well paid and awfully boring, it was still considered valuable. Working at a diner, however, always made people turn up their noses or even worse, look down on her with pity in their eyes, considering her less—at least in the circle around Julie and Chris. Urgh.

The finest people she had ever met weren’t the ones at Stone’s or down at Wall Street like Chris, dealing with the big money, but the ones waiting tables, cleaning, protecting the park, driving cabs.

The High Line staff member, for example. Will has worked there for years now, and every day she came there, he’d greet her with a big smile, and she’d greet him back. Until they started talking, and she brought him a coffee one day.

He had been thankful and told her about his family, how they immigrated in the 50s in the hopes of a better life. About how he worked three jobs at sixty-nine and usually skipped two meals so his granddaughter could go to university. Since then, she would always get him a coffee or a sandwich when she visited. And it was Will, who was one of the few people who really wanted to hear how she was, not the platonic “I’m fine.” He was the one who listened to her, asked questions, and always had great life advice for her.

And then there was Deis, sitting on his money in his luxury car, telling people at his events how they can achieve anything if they just believe in themselves. Or telling her she was better than working at a diner while he exploited people and their hopes for fun.

Gods, the injustice of it!

Did she have dreams of earning more money? Sure. But not at the cost of others.

Right now, the diner was fine. It was just exciting enough to keep her interested, keep her mind occupied, and she had at least some money. Not enough to fully pay for her apartment now that Chris has moved out, but she will find a solution for it. For now, it was Julie.

So, without another glance at him, she went inside, said hi to the others as if nothing happened, changed into the white blouse and black pants, stuffed away not only her things but also her social anxiety, and started her shift.

Although a packed diner would’ve kept her mind busy from rambling about everything that happened this weekend, a less-frequented day would not overwhelm her that much after all that happened.

As a first action, she made herself a much-needed coffee. Just when her coffee cup was almost full, she heard the vibrations of a voice behind her, shattering through her bones.

“What would you recommend?”
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DEIS
PLAYLIST: WICKED GAME - LUSAINT


For reasons he could not grasp, it felt like losing when he left the hospital. Loosing was something he could not stand nor deal with. She had sent him away, with all the clarity. Even threatened him. The whole night and morning had been a rollercoaster ride, which usually thrilled him sweetly to the bone. Today was different. Something about her was unpredictable, and it left him in the suspense of not holding the power, which was dangerous.

He needed to get back in control. Starting with handling the Pearson boy, because there was more to him. He was sure it had something to do with Delilah and her father, but there was a single missing piece: Emma.

How does she fit in?

The only possible way was through her father. But she knew nothing about him or what he did. So, what did they want from her? Or was she just an irrelevant bystander, caught in the middle of the fire by coincidence?

But there’s no such thing as coincidence, he told himself.

He was sure the rape had been nothing planned from her reaction to it, especially as she drove him out. Something about her was so distant, and of course, people do go into denial or dissociate, but in the hospital, something about her was even robotic. Her facial expressions hadn’t matched her words; she was for sure occupied in her mind, but it was a mask she wore, only no one would see. And then a thought crossed his mind.

I’ll be damned.

Maybe the mask wasn’t a mask at all.

The only way to find out more was to squeeze whatever possible out of the Pearson boy and then let things play out.

“Greg, tell me he chirped like a bird?”

“Not a word. Sitting in interrogation like a fat smug-pot, I’m waiting for him to bleed out.”

“Ed, have Anderson do it; she will get every last bit of information out of him.” If she wouldn’t make him talk, no one would. “Greg, have him watched, I need you to follow Emma in the meantime. Ava and Cam are on standby. And have the others interviewed too, the fake police stunt worked awesome with Julie. I wanna know what they know.”

“On it.”

His phone vibrated.

Emma


I told you to leave




No, never, ma belle.

Her last message made him smirk.

Fuck off, classist asshole, he repeated in his mind. Such a righteous little blossom, ma belle. You’ll learn, too.

As he stepped into the diner, he saw her behind the counter. Her form from the back pressed into her uniform, arousing him. It would make a glorious play. Her, the waitress, and him, the mysterious customer. And then he would have her on all the tables, on the counter, and kneeling in front of him.

“I told you to fuck off,” she hissed at him without even turning.

“Is that how you speak to customers? I might need to speak with your manager.”

“Feel free.”

Challenging as ever, Little Miss Moral.

The moment she turned around, he saw an Emma he hadn’t seen before. If he didn’t know any better, he wouldn’t have noticed any of what happened to her in the past three days. And as she passed him on her way to one of the other customers in the diner, he observed her. Her walk was light, she smiled with her mouth and eyes at the customers, and she even made a joke. Her body language was open and welcoming. Something that repulsed him as much as it impressed him. Because it was a mask. A mask so good that no one else except him would see through it. Her extraordinary ability to deny what happened and even dissociate from the emotions that came with it made him more than curious, because none of it showed on her face.

He couldn’t help but imagine playing with her. She would be splendid at it.

“So, what do you recommend?” he asked her when she returned. Her face immediately switched. There she was again, the woman full of fierceness.

“I recommend you leave right now, or⁠—”

“Or what? Call the cops on me again? Have me removed? Make a scene? Guess what, baby, I don’t care.”

“Maybe I will. Or I’ll tell Julie what and who you really are.”

“You won’t. Same reason you didn’t tell her about Carl.”

Her eyes flashed so strongly, piercing him. It was exactly the reaction he wanted from her. Anger was her driver.

“Stay away from me.”

“I can make a scene, too, you know. Maybe I should tell your boss you were raped.”

“Shut up! If anyone hears!”

There it was, her weak point. Little Miss Perfect needed to have others see her in exactly the light she was staging herself in. It was so much fun teasing her because he was a master of that particular art. But what made him curious the most was her not showing any symptoms of what had happened.

“So, tell me, what do you recommend?”

“Here’s the menu, help yourself, and if you ever show up here again or do what I specifically told you not to, if put that word in your mouth again, I swear to the fucking god I don’t believe in, I’ll make your life hell and destroy you by all means,” she said with a hissing voice at him with eyes burning him down with fire and a tone full of disgust. With it, she turned around and went over to her coworker without another glance.

So hot, baby. So fucking hot. I’d like to strip you down and put you over the counter, only to fuck you until you scream my name.

His inner movie, however, was interrupted by the coworker.

“Hi,” she said, fumbling out a notepad from her belt. “Oh my goodness.” She gasped as her eyes wandered up from her notepad to him. Her cheeks blushed in a sweet pink.

“You’re Deis DeBarra.”

“I am no one, and I’d like some breakfast.”

She sure would go back to Emma in the back and tell her everything about what she just saw.

“I-I’m sorry, Emma isn’t feeling so well, so I’ll take over. What can I bring you?”

Her behavior made him smirk. Still wiggling out of everything.

“A coffee and a bagel, please, and here is a generous tip for silence about who was here.” He counted five hundred dollars on the counter. “To everyone, friends, other staff, customers, social, everyone.”

“Of course, sir,” she said, a bit flabbergasted and almost curtseyed.

Such pleasant obedience.

And his hunter sprang to life. Staring at her, just for the tiniest fraction of a second, he wanted to…

No. Focus.

His phone vibrated.

Ed


There’s a situation with the Pearson boy




It was time to leave.

[image: ]


The situation, however, wasn’t just a situation.

“How the hell did he manage to pull that off?” he asked as he walked half an hour later over puddles of blood and not just four dead, but bodies slaughtered to the point of being completely unrecognizable.

“We have a copy of the feed, and it’s safe to say he was trained. We’re missing something.”

“We are. I shot him, and he just walks out of here, blood-drained, and kills four people? We need to get Emma to safety. He believes she filed it; he’ll go after her.”

“Slight problem, we don’t know where she is.”

“Kidding, right?”

“We lost her; she is good, actively tried to get rid of the tails.”

And just for a fraction, doubt crawled up on him.

Was it all a set-up? Was it a simple coincidence that she lost the tail on purpose and Pearson slaughtered four of his people to break free? And not just any people, but four highly trained watchdogs, one of them ex-Secret Service?

I don’t believe in coincidences.

“Her phone?”

“Turned off. She knew we were there; she actively got rid of the tail.”

Fuck.

“Ed, tell me what your feeling tells you.”

“You suspect her?”

“She knows how to get rid of a tail, Pearson slaughters everyone here. Then they know each other. Too many coincidences.”

“It makes no sense to me. Her being involved. She’s driving you away, not running after you.”

“What if it’s a scheme?”

“We’d have communication.”

Would we, though?

For some reason, his mind wouldn’t quieten.

“She is his daughter, Ed. What if she’s like him? What if she’s that good?”
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: DEVIL, DEVIL - MILCK


Blind rage consumed her heart, fired by the fact that Deis had overstepped the most intimate things she’d ever experienced, and then having the audacity to drop by the diner just like that. Never in her life has she wished more deeply to just transform and become a different person than now. She would give anything for it, even if it was her soul.

Anger had always been a driver for her. A driver for controlled thoughts and daring actions. And as she recognized three different people following her through all her weird turns, she knew they were his people. He had her tailed. And maybe something in her snapped. She would not be his puppet.

So, she walked, quite chaotically, up to Macy’s on 34th St., turned off her phone, and got herself lost in it. Slipping into a group of tourists, she walked out with them, and as two of them had a hoodie on, too, she slipped hers on and blended in with them until they reached Broadway. From there, she went up Broadway, always making sure to move between tourists, before she felt safe enough to turn onto 49th St. and make her way up to the Upper East Side, where Julie lived.

It was the only consequence she could think of. Julie must know what happened with Deis and with Carl. She’d wait for her at the entrance; the doorman knew her and would let her wait for Julie’s return. When she walked up Madison Ave and turned onto 82nd St., she glanced behind her, pretty sure that no one followed her anymore. But while she glanced black, she didn’t see the man walking up in front of her.

“Hello Em, good to see you again.”

And as she heard his voice, she froze to death.

“You will be quiet and act perfectly normal,” he whispered darkly in her ear while a gun pressed against her ribs.

Fuck.

“What do you want, Carl?”

“You did something very, very bad, Emma. Filing me was a very bad idea.”

“I didn’t file you. It was Deis.”

“And I am supposed to believe that?”

“I didn’t do it.”

“Well, even better, so something about you is important to him.”

“Or maybe, I’m just part of his plan.”

You must get yourself out of it.

I am not important.

I am not interesting.

I am nobody.

Ever so slightly, she pushed into her hoodie pocket the button on her iPhone, restarting it. Deis had her tracked—her phone for sure, too. It was her only chance.

“What are you doing here, Em? You never visit when you can help it.”

“I am trying to get away from Deis.”

Maybe that will unhook him.

“Mhhhm,” he breathed against her hair, and it made ice-cold chills run down her spine as images from the past night crawled up on her again.

“You know, we never ended what we started yesterday.”

“The fuck we will. Don’t you have a conscience?”

“No, actually, I don’t. But what I have is lust for revenge after what Deis did to me. Now, walk, give me your phone.”

And he pushed her around, so she walked in front of him. With a quick glance, she took in what she could. He looked awful. There was blood on his clothes, and a huge hematoma plastered the right side of his neck.

She handed Carl the phone, and he threw it into the next bin.

I’m so screwed. Hopefully, they’ll pick up the trace.

“What did Deis do to you?”

“Enough, now shut up or I’ll end things right here and there.”

They turned around the corner and walked endlessly up Madison Avenue.

“You started it, you know. You did things against my will–”

“I said shut up!”

“Why, Carl? Why?”

“If you don’t shut your mouth, I—” he hissed at her, but she interrupted him; maybe the adrenaline had killed her common sense.

“You won’t shoot me on the open street.”

“Oh, I would, there’s nothing to lose.”

“Do it then.” And for whatever reason, a daring spread in her that she had never felt before. Somewhere, deep down in her focused mind and body, she had a feeling. A feeling telling her to play strongly. “Shoot me, come on. I won’t shut up. Tell me why? Do it, Carl, or maybe I’ll just scream.”

Gods, Emma, you are so stupid!

He only breathed heavily behind her.

“Or maybe you cannot kill me. You have orders, don’t you?”

“I’ll say it one last time, shut your pestilent mouth or you will not breathe another breath.”

I was right. He has orders. Someone gave him orders to do it. But who? Why? For what reason?

While they walked, she observed her surroundings, and in her mind, she revisited everything that had happened. Everything she knew—or didn’t know—about Deis, everything that happened with Carl, with Julie.

And after, to her annoyance, exactly thirty-three blocks, they turned another corner. It was then that she glanced behind her.

And there he was, the grizzly bear of a man walking thirty feet behind them. The same man who followed her from the diner. And although she didn’t know for sure, she sure as hell did not believe in so many coincidences.

A daring heat spread in her trembling chest.

Finally, when her feet hurt and burned from the pain of walking all the miles, Carl pushed her into the steel door of a closed industrial building.

It was dark inside, and the wet smell of a living rat hole infiltrated her nostrils. It was like in the movies where they held hostages for torture. They walked through three doors until they reached the back of what was supposedly once a garage.

The fucking three!

When Carl turned on a single light, she saw old tools and car parts lying around, years of dust on them, and spider webs hanging like a curtain of neglect over everything.

“Oh, I am so looking forward to this,” growled Carl darkly at her.

And yet again, she had a gun pointed at her.

“Take off your clothes.”

Concentrating on all her power and daring, she said, “No.”

“No? You will, or I’ll put a bullet in you.”

“I don’t think so.”

“And why wouldn’t I?”

Be bold. Deis will intervene. Hopefully.

“Because you are not allowed to, and aside from that, I know stuff.”

“What stuff?” he asked, his eyes glaring at her.

“About Deis.”

“Spill.”

“No. I spill when you tell me who you really are, what you want, and who sent you.”

A derogatory laugh echoed through the old industrial building.

“You are funny, Emma. The hell I will.”

“Oh, you will. Because I made the FME last night. So, here’s the thing: you hurt me, kill me, or anything else, the kit will be logged in, and not to forget, I have cameras installed in my apartment, did I not mention?”

As his face fell for a fraction of a second, she added, “Well, not I, but Deis. And he has the recordings. So, spill now, and I will just overlook the fact that you kidnapped, threatened, and assaulted me.”

Carl tilted his head slightly and considered her with some form of curiosity.

“You are much bolder than you let on, sweetheart.”

She could sense danger everywhere. His voice and his eyes were controlled while raging inside.

“Spit it out, Carl. Who are you? What do you want, really? Who’s paying you? Why me? Why Julie?”

“So many questions.”

And he brushed his thumb over her lips.

“Not a comparison to what the cops will ask you.”

With force, he pushed his thumb into her mouth.

“The cops won’t ask me anything. I’ve done worse, believe me.”

Urgh, disgusting!

“Such a lovely mouth.”

Deep down, something about this whole fucked-up situation thrilled her. And that thrill made her daring. So, she bit into his thumb with all the power she had.

He, however, did not react.

“Senseless, dear. Hurt me all you want; I don’t feel any of it.”

“Just because you don’t feel it doesn’t mean it’s not hurting your body.”

And because she talked, she had to let go of the thumb, and he immediately pulled it out, leaving red imprints from her teeth.

“Julie was an assignment. She knows stuff my employer wants.”

“Who’s your employer?” she asked.

“None of your business.”

“Who are you? Not Carl Pearson, the physicist.”

“No. More like the Carl Pearson, the hitman.” And with that, a malevolent smile spread over his face. “You will be such a beautiful thing to tear apart,” he whispered as his hand wandered around her throat. “Now, talk, bitch.”

Normally, she would’ve panicked. Probably. At least that’s what she thought would be a reasonable reaction to the situation she found herself in. But Carl did not see the shadow noiselessly enter and hide behind a poster – the master hunter in his natural habitat.

“I don’t think so.”

She tried to make as much noise as possible, stall Carl, and keep his attention on her. He now pressed his gun directly against her forehead. He stood so near her that she could scent the heavy perfume engulfing her once again.

“You’ll talk now, or⁠—”

“She won’t do any such thing,” came Deis’ voice out of the darkness. It took him three big steps to reach them, his gun pointing straight at Carl’s head.

Deis was not an unhinged version, but his true self—the hunter staring at his real prey, about to attack any second. His body language shouted murder. The way he looked was so dangerous that some people might just faint from it.

“You left quite the mess, Carl. Killing my people is something I cannot overlook. Drop the gun, now.”

Only Carl didn’t drop the gun. “Could say that for yourself, don’t you?”

“I’ve never killed innocent people. Gun, now!”

Her heart began to race.

Never killed innocent people.

So he has killed.

It should worry her.

It should repulse her.

It really, really should.

“You will regret that,” said Carl. “He’ll come for you.”

“Who is he?”

For a moment, there was silence.

“Richard.”

Who is Richard?

And as she stared straight into Carl’s eyes, what he did next was very, very strange. With his eyes, he pointed at something. He stared intensely at her, moving from her eyes to the direction of his pocket and back.

Is he trying to tell me something?

With the slowest and barely noticeable movement, not breaking eye contact, she let her hand glide over his thigh until she found his pocket. When she reached it, he blinked.

Fuck, he wants me to take it.

She pushed the phone out only by moving her hand, so Deis wouldn’t see. When she had it, she took it in her hand and slipped it into her sleeve. Whatever it was Carl wanted her to know, Deis could never find out she had it. Never.

The moment she had it, many things happened at the same time. Carl dropped the gun, ducked down, turned around, and hit Deis’ arm out of the way in one swift, forceful movement. Deis’ gun flew a couple of feet away, and she did the only thing making sense to her: getting both guns, while Carl slammed his elbow into Deis’ neck, who sank onto his knees. Carl took him into a strong chokehold. He was not getting air, and his attempt to pull at his fingers did not work in the slightest.

Something about Carl was crazy-ass strong and painless. Watching it, her heart pounded so loudly that she thought she heard it resounding from the walls.

I can’t let Deis die.

“You will never get away with it, never. They know. And they’ll come for—” Carl began while suddenly everything in her went quiet. No more voices, no more thinking. She just acted.

Unable to say why she did it, she held the gun straight into Carl’s face. “Let go of him, right now.”

“Emma, he’s not who you think he is.”

“I said, let go of him, or God forbid, I will pull the trigger. You raped me, Carl. You killed people for heaven’s sake!”

Her mind was blank as she watched Deis turn blueish in his slightly swollen face. When she spoke again, it was so calm and dangerous, she didn’t recognize her own voice, “Last chance, Carl, let go of him or–”

Carl let go of Deis as if he were being electrocuted, raised his arms, and took two steps back.

“Not another step,” she told him. He would not get away with this.

The way he stood there, the gloating in his eyes, reminded her of something.

“Or what, you’ll shoot me? I bet you won’t even hit me. You’re nobody, Em, you are not in your right mind if you think you are able to kill a trained hitman.”

Not in your right mind.

Nobody.

His words shot through her like a cannon blast. The room around her distorted, and when she looked at Carl, she saw her father standing there, just like Carl, his arms up, a superior glance in his eyes. He used the same words.

The fucking same words.

And something in her just snapped.

Bang!

The sound of the fired gun echoed through the room, accompanied by a deep, satisfying thud of Carl’s body falling to the floor.

Momentarily, she just stood there, staring down at the blood-leaking body and the gun in her hand. Her heart pounded as if it were trying to free itself from the weight, as an exhilarating feeling streamed through her. A thrill of invincibility made her high like cocaine. A thrill she hadn’t felt for a very long time.

“Emma,” Deis’ whisper trailed into her ears. It was a whisper of longing.

And as her eyes wandered slowly up into his, they radiated a single thing: pure, raw, carnal lust. He stood right in front of her. His strong but soft hands took her face into his palms, and he kissed her. A kiss she had never felt before. His lips were burning hers down, so strong and fiercely full of longing for hers.

The gun slipped from her hands, hitting the ground with a loud clunk, and her free hands searched for his touch, devouring his body. She wanted to be consumed by him, to celebrate the moment of thrill with him. The moment when no heaviness pushed her into the ground, where all of her vibrated in elation.

He pushed her into the wall behind her, his lips valiantly kissing down her neck and throat while one of his hands gripped around it, the other one cupping one of her breasts. His whole body pressed into her, and the hard cock against her hip made her want to roar. It was dark. And twisted. And so carnal, her mind stopped working. Right now, it was just him and her, absorbing each other in raw, carnal lust.

He pushed up her hoodie and cross-body bag so his hands could pull down the bra cup. His hands closed around her breasts to massage them while his mouth went down on them, kissing and then licking and sucking her nipples ferociously. It was a wondrous, wrecking feeling. Everything in her screamed for more. Prickling explosions filled her core as his strong hands gripped her body so viciously.

“Grrhmm,” came a moaning, rasping sound from behind Deis that made them both freeze.

“You’ve got to be kidding me!” shouted Deis. And sure enough, the body of Carl Pearson started to move again.

Right at this moment, a realization hit her.

What the fuck am I doing here? Making out with Deis after I shot Carl? Carl, who is not dead! What the hell is wrong with me? It is all so fundamentally wrong!

Deis picked up the gun from the floor and pointed it directly at Carl’s head.

“Deis, don’t!”

“Emma, he knows too much, and for heaven’s sake, he is the worst of the bad guys; he’s a hitman, a trafficker, an assaulter. He deserves to die.”

“But you are no judge.”

“And you are? Shooting him? What do you think will happen if he walks out of here?”

Fuck. I shot him. I. Not Deis. I.

“Deis, I…”

She wanted to say she didn’t mean to. But she meant to. It had come so naturally, pulling the trigger, shooting him.

“Emma, he knows too much.”

And there it was. Secrets. Secrets that weren’t allowed to be spilt.

“Gwemmma,” breathed Carl out, obviously in a state of complete agony, and she flashed her eyes at him. He lifted his arm with the last of his power.

“Ewemma, you are⁠—”

Bang.

The ear-shattering echoing sound of the shot almost made her eardrum burst.

Holy crap shit.

As the vibrant echoes of the shot resounded from the walls, complete silence filled the room.

For a moment, her mind didn’t work. There was nothing but an emptiness as she stared into the hole in Carl’s head. Her heartbeat was calm like never before while she looked into Carl’s eyes, frozen in a last gaze.

I should feel something, shouldn’t I?

Blood all over the floor.

He killed him.

Just like that.

Because he knew too much.

Because he told me Deis is not who I think he is.

Because he wanted to tell me—what?

What was it he wanted to tell me?

“Emma, you are—” What am I? In danger? An idiot? Doomed?

How did Carl know who I thought he was?

And just for a fraction of a second, everything around her distorted, and it was as if she looked into her father’s eyes, equally frozen in suspense in his last living moment.

Her eyes wandered from Carl’s dead body with its empty eyes and a hole in his head and chest, leaking blood all over the place up into Deis’ eyes. There was no regret. No fear. Instead, they made a bone-chilling coldness travel down her back.

Undeniable gloating in his eyes.

The ultimate triumph.

She knew that look because she had seen it before.

She knew exactly what it felt like.

And without thinking twice, she ran.

Not from him, but herself.
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“Emma. Stop!” shouted Deis after her. “If you leave now, you’ll never get your revenge.”

With one hand on the door handle, she froze.

Revenge? What revenge?

“Deis if you mess with me, I–” She turned around very slowly.

“You’ll what? Make my life hell?”

“Something like that, yes.”

“I like it when you threaten me, now come. We are leaving.”

“No.”

He’s a manipulator, a strategist.

He knows what drives me.

If I go with him, I will end up like Carl one day.

Because this man is a hunter, a killer.

And yet there is this part of me that craves him, unable to resist him.

He walked over to her, coming so near her that the hot air leaving his mouth blew against her lips while he stroked back a strand of her hair.

“So many no’s today.”

“Respect my boundaries then.”

“Oh, I do, if I didn’t, I would’ve fucked you the day we met and your ex wouldn’t wander on this earth any longer.”

His words reached her, and she should run. She really should. But instead, a lighting of arousal struck through her.

Gods, get a grip on yourself, didn’t you hear his last words?

A dark smirk ran over his face.

“Good,” he whispered, and his lips kissed her so softly on the forehead. She melted into his touch, her eyes closed from the electrifying surge whirling through her body.

“Now, come. It is time for your revenge.”

Unable to say what made her do it, she just let herself be pushed outside.

Outside stood the black G-Class, the driver greeted her with a short nod. Something about him was weird, but she couldn’t grasp what it was. It gave her the feeling that he wasn’t just a driver.

“Some cleaning to do,” said Deis silently to the driver. Obviously, he didn’t want her to hear, but she had amazing hearing abilities.

“Greg is already on standby.”

“You are going to vanish him?” She rounded on him in fear, her hand on the door.

“I am,” he said without caring as if it were as normal as ordering a coffee. “Get in.”

It was not normal. None of it was normal. She just shot Julie’s ex-fiancé, Deis killed him, and she still had no fucking clue who he really was. Deis just murdered someone in front of her eyes and was about to get rid of all the evidence.

Something in her revolted, shouting for her to not get in the damn car. The man was everything but the person he let on. At day a guru messing with people’s minds to ‘empower’ them, at night a cold-blooded killer? Something just did not add up. Something just didn’t make sense.

What she needed was time and privacy to look at the phone.

I feel like a fucking villain on a quest for truth. How did I get into this? It started with him staring at me. Did he do it on purpose? Something gave her the distinct feeling it was just as much.

“Deis, who the hell are you?”

He considered her for a second.

“Get in the car, and I’ll show you who I am.”

His words made a shudder run down her spine, leaving her with a feeling of ice spreading through her veins.

Danger. Another manipulation. Don’t do it.

But she did not listen to her inner voice.

She had to know.

Curiosity killed the cat, after all.

So, she climbed onto the seat. The leather was soft like silk under her hands once again. As she glanced around, she saw a tablet on the console separating the seats. On it were all kinds of data. And as Deis was walking around the car to get in the other side, she just took it. It was her chance to find out more.

At that moment, she felt Carl’s phone in her sleeve, and with a single movement, she slipped it out of her sleeve and into her cross-body bag. To appear as if nothing had happened, she gazed at the tablet.

What she saw made her heart hammer against her chest within a second.

This cannot be.

She rushed through the tabs. Tracing signals, messages, and photos. Of her. From her. Her stomach sank to the floor, and a big lump was growing in her throat. He monitored her. Closely.

Just as he was placing himself in the other rear seat, she opened the files app and, sure enough, found a folder named after her.

“I see you are not wasting time,” said Deis, but she did not really hear him. She opened the files in the folder. What she saw made ice run through her veins. There was everything. Certificates. Chats. Archives. Browsing history.

God damnit.

Medical files.

Medical files!

I must get out of here.

He knows everything.

He tracked me from day one.

Her hand reached instinctively for the door, but it did not open.

“Let me out.”

“No,” he said coldly,

“You will let me out immediately!” And she rattled at the opener.

“I thought you wanted revenge? And to know who I am?”

“I don’t give a fuck, let me out,” she ordered him while trying to open the window.

“But you do give a fuck. Because you want to feel alive, and because you have this need for truth. I know you; you want to know.”

He’s playing you.

“I don’t, I’d rather be dead than spend another minute in this car.”

He leaned over the console with a smug grin and grasped her wrist, pulling her towards him. She tried to get away with all her power, but he just whirled her around the console onto his lap, his other arm around her throat.

“Yes, I think you would,” he whispered darkly, against her ear, breathing a strand of hair into her face while he let go of her wrist but tightened the choke with his arm.

Goosebumps appeared on her body as he breathed against her neck like a hunter snigging its prey, and something about it was so carnal, so captivating, she couldn’t help but lean into his grip. It was then that she felt the pressure of his hard cock against her buttocks.

You must fight him.

She tried to remove his arm around her throat, but he was simply too strong. She even tried pinching and pressing her fingernails with all her force into his forearm, but he was utterly unimpressed. It even made him chuckle.

“I needed the files to confirm my theory.”

“What theory?”

“You are different.”

She snorted.

“That’s not hard to figure out, no need for medical records and tapping my phone.”

“I don’t mean the obvious difference,” he whispered in her ear so darkly it made a shudder run down her back.

Why does what he does make me so fucking aroused?

“And what did you find in them?” She tried to focus on her anger about him violating her privacy to keep her mind clear.

“All I needed to know.”

“And why did you need to know it?”

There was a pause before he answered, “Your choice of question is quite interesting,” he finally said. “Any other would have asked what I learned, even insisted on it. But you don’t. You ask why. That means, you already know what I found, don’t you?”

Yes, she knew. She knew all the markers in there. The past that fucked her up every day. And as thorough as he was, he’d know too. But what she wanted to know was one single, specific thing. And she needed to hear it.

“I do. Now you tell me why,” she demanded.

“Your honesty is positively refreshing.”

Gods, can’t he just answer one question straight?

“Honesty is a two-way street, so tell me why, and it better be honest.”

“I have a better idea,” he said, quite elated.

“And what would that be?”

He fumbled her phone out of his pocket, unlocked it by holding it in front of her face, and opened the front-facing camera.

“Where did you get that? What the hell are you doing?”

“You know exactly where, as you purposefully turned it back on.”

Yes. But damn.

“Relax into me, let them see that you enjoy yourself.”

She had no clue why she did it, but she gave in to his pull and relaxed into him. His arm around her throat loosened, and he let his hand glide up from her throat to her jaw, which he grasped and pushed towards his face.

And then he leaned in on her and kissed her. Not as heated as before, it was soft as his lips almost caressed over hers, only the tip of his tongue searching sweetly for hers. Funny how a man so dark and dangerous could kiss so sweetly.

“Now, you’ll post it,” he breathed against her lips as their kiss found an end.

He put her phone into her hand, and there they were—at least a dozen photos he had taken during their kiss. Swiping through, one of them blew her away. Seeing herself, it was as if she were a different person.

There were photos of Chris and her kissing, but they were normal ones. A normal couple making silly, normal selfies. The pictures she now had with Deis were different. They consumed the onlooker with core-melting perfectionism and a radiating feeling of lightness.

“How did you do that while kissing me?” she asked him incredulously.

He only chuckled, and it enraged her.

“Can’t you give me one straight answer?”

And he had the audacity to smile down at her. “Link me in the post.”

I…what?

“Therefore, I’d need a handle.”

“You didn’t Google me?”

“I wanted to, but then I got a bit sidetracked, and then I couldn’t care less after all the shit you pulled, and well, maybe I enjoyed the mystery a bit.”

He chuckled, “Doesn’t happen often that I meet people who don’t recognize me. Deis DeBarra.”

Finally, I’ll know.

DeBarra sounded familiar, but she couldn’t pinpoint it. Names in general were never her thing. She just couldn’t remember them.

Opening Instagram, she typed in his name. A small flutter buzzed through her chest and stomach, filled with curiosity and anticipation.

She clicked on the name and gasped.

Holy cow.

She did not care about famous people; it was almost as if she hated them. Even as a teenager, while all the others around her had crushes on actors and actresses, she never got it. For her, those people were nothing special; she never wanted fame or to be in the spotlight.

But if she posted an image of them, she would be.

“Fifty-six million,” she whispered. “Now I get Julie’s big fish thing.”

He did not respond.

“That’s a lot of people to see us kiss.”

His slightly maniacal laugh behind her made her jump a little, as she hadn’t expected it to be so unhinged.

“And there is your why.”

So, he needed to know that I was what? Different? Not like many others, using him for his money and status?

“Why do I have the impression that’s not all of it?” she asked.

“Because it’s not,” he chuckled.

Of course, it was not.

“So, ready for revenge?”

And when he said it, something in her roared. It would hit Chris full in the face because he was one of those people aiming for fame.

“Any orders for the captions?”

“You’re a big girl, it’s your revenge, not mine.”

What is it about him that makes life seem so weightless sometimes? So playful? Even like a quest. Where all darkness was allowed to exist, and the player had all the power.

For a moment, she closed her eyes. Everything in her was a mess. The rollercoaster of emotions in her from the past few days, especially today, made her feel like being put into a tumble dryer on cocaine.

At least my life isn’t boring anymore.

So, if she’d do it, she would forever be associated with Deis. And she’d play right into his hands. He wanted her to do it, so there must be an ulterior plan. But then, all the images of Chris and Sami – them fucking, their wedding pictures, the trip to the hotel she had found – replayed yet again in front of her inner eye.

Yes. It was time for revenge. Whatever the cost.

And she typed in a single red heart. For a second, she glanced up at him in his eyes. They burned with fire. So, she added @deisdebarraofficial and pressed share. Her heart pounded up to her throat the moment she had done it; it was exciting and frightening at the same time.

“Ed, repost it,” ordered Deis. “Em, you wanna bet how far the waves will go?”

“No, because it’ll be much farther than I’m okay with. So, how about you tell me what exactly made you that famous?”

“Read my profile, it’s all in there.”

“Oh, I can read, but I can tell from what happened in the past hours that you are not ‘the world’s best life and transformation coach changing everybody’s lives’ to what was it? ‘unlock their fullest potential.’”

“No, I am not,” he said with an audible smirk in his voice.

“So, who are you?”

“That is a tale I wish to tell when we have more time.”

“I have time.”

“No, you don’t. Because we are home.”

Home?

At that very moment, they turned into a garage.

“This is not my home.”

“No, as you said, your home was not a real home.”

“Then, where are we?”

He only chuckled.

It must be his home.

He could’ve asked first, but he didn’t. Because he is not an ‘ask for permission’, nor an ‘ask for forgiveness later’. He’s an ‘orders are followed’ man.

What played in front of her eyes, however, was beyond anything. The garage they just entered screamed wealth. The number of sports cars and rare classics was extraordinary. And all of them were black, like the G-Class.

It was then that she realized they must all be his.

“Please, for once, Deis, answer straight.” And she pushed herself off his chest to be able to observe every single reaction on his face. “Are you mafia?”
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Before he answered, another laugh shattered through the car.

“No, Emma, I am not mafia,” he finally said with a chuckle, pulling her back against his chest. “But that doesn’t mean I am less dangerous,” he whispered darkly while stroking through her hair.

Why don’t you run? asked her reasoning mind. Any normal person would have. Only her mind had no say in the matter anymore. Not because of the money, the fame, or the status. None of it mattered. But that he challenged her darkest self, and for some fucked-up reason, she, for once, wasn’t the most fucked-up person in the room.

“The cars, they are all yours, aren’t they?”

“They are.”

“And your driver, he’s not a normal driver, is he?”

“No, he is not.”

I was right. My instincts are right.

They parked near an elevator, and when the car door was opened for them by the driver, Deis almost lifted her out of the car.

The whole ride up, they did not speak. She was sure they’d go for the penthouse, so the ride was quite long; there were no numbers. She tried not to look at him, but he stared at her so intensely that it made her glance at him again and again. His stare was the very same stare he had on his face back at Stone’s, as if he would x-ray her body while stripping her soul of all masks.

“Holy shit,” she gasped. It was all she could say as the elevator door opened and she stepped out into an entrance of such grandiosity that it rendered her speechless.

Fucking Billionaire’s Row, she thought in absolute amazement as the beautiful view of Central Park unfolded in front of her eyes.

Unable to grasp where to look first, her gaze fell first onto a painting on her left, definitely a Rembrandt, and one hundred percent an original. She stared at the painting, then turned to stare at Deis, who stood leaning casually against the wall, observing her.

Who the hell is this man? Just having fifty-six million followers doesn’t make you this wealthy.

As she walked further, she turned around and took everything in. There were probably 30-foot ceilings, 360-degree glass walls, and a grandiose beige couch that looked as if it cost as much as her apartment. There was also a magnificent piano, offering the player a view of the Hudson River. Opposite was a colossal windowed spiral staircase, connecting at least three levels.

All of it was beyond anything she had ever believed she would see in her life. She did not want to be rich. None of it mattered to her, except maybe the view. The most amazing thing. The view of all of Manhattan. The Manhattan she loved so much, with its unique flair, where you become everyone and no one at the same time, the beat of the buzzing concrete jungle pulsating through its streets. And now she stood in this salon or whatever it should be called, she didn’t even have a name for the grandiosity of its appearance, the city at her feet all around her.

Too much.

How is it even possible?

Me, standing here?

Him kissing me?

She rounded on him, her mouth half open, to excuse herself and get out. She didn’t belong here. She had a maxed-out credit card, student debt, and couldn’t keep a job. And somehow, right this moment, a dark realization hit her of what he had done. What she had done. He was pulling her into the darkness, and she just followed him.

He opposes all my moral rules.

He is abnormally rich.

He dragged me into shit, and then he murdered Carl.

I shot Carl.

Fuck!

It was too much, all of it was too much.

“I…I must go,” she stammered and rushed to the elevator.

But he stopped her by grasping her wrist as she passed him.

“No.”

“Deis, I–I don’t belong here, you need to let me go,” she almost pleaded with him. Somehow, being here and seeing what she saw, overwhelmed her. Not only because there seemed to be a mile-deep rift between them, rubbing the understanding of the magnitude of the differences in their existences under her nose, but also because something in her clenched. It was clenched from injustice that one person held so much while billions of people suffered from hunger and lived in the worst of homes, if they even had one. It was not right. She could never live up to this. She didn’t even want to. None of it was right.

Sure, she got used to Manhattan’s controversy by now, the extremely poor and extremely rich living in such close proximity, but this here, him, this penthouse, experiencing it, seeing it with her own eyes, was wealth in a different dimension.

“You belong to me; therefore, you belong here,” he said.

“I…what…Deis, seriously. I don’t belong to you, this was–”

A devilish grin appeared on his face.

“What the hell, Deis?”

And then he pulled her towards him, grasping her face with his free hand.

“You belonged to me the moment you pressed that share button, ma belle. Actually, you belonged to me the moment I saw you.”

No one had ever been so possessive with her, and a part of her wanted to throw herself at him. But she couldn’t let him.

“Deis, this is ridiculous. Let me go.”

When he spoke, his tone had changed. Less playful, therefore colder, almost business-like.

“When you leave, you will find approximately fifty paparazzi in front of the entrance, and they will eat you alive.”

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” she groaned and rolled her eyes.

“Not at all. Take a look at your phone, let alone your Instagram. They know. And they’re coming for you.”

They? Who is they?

Nonetheless, she took out her phone, which was in automatic night shift mode by now, and when she unlocked it, her heart stopped for a second, skipping at least three beats. Her mind went completely blank.

Fuck.

The number of the badge on the Instagram app almost made her drop the phone. She stared at it for a moment, her heart racing, before she pressed the phone against her chest as if it would help make the notifications disappear.

333,333

Suddenly, her mind started working again.

What the fuck. The 3’s again? I didn’t even know the badge number would show that high! This is crazy. This must be a really bad dream.

Her eyes wandered from the phone in her hands up into the eyes of Deis.

“Things come at a price, Em,” he said quietly. “Welcome to my world.”

Welcome to my world. So, are you living in a world of revenge, too?

Words failed her as thoughts raced through her mind.

People would see. They do see right now. Everything I ever did online.

If I were that interesting, even to the paparazzi, they would find out everything.

“No,” she finally said. “This can’t be true. This is a really bad dream.” And with that, she freed herself from his grip.

But he did not let her go. He stepped behind her, his hand on her back. “Em, come with me, I think you must see for yourself.”

“See what?”

“The extent. Come.”

I need to wake up.

He guided her through the entrance to the staircase, to the first of the lower levels. While they walked, he said, “Ed, put it on, all of it, study.”

What the fuck?

“He listens?”

She asked incredulously, all of her hoping he’d deny it.

“They all listen, always.”

“Who are they?”

“Security.”

She stopped in her tracks. This was like a prison. Only the billionaire edition.

“Did they listen in Central Park, too?” And she stared at him, standing right in front of her. She knew the answer before he said it. But when he did, hearing it, hearing that god knows how many others heard everything, he pulled the rug under her. The violation of privacy was beyond measure.

“Partially. But they are sworn to secrecy,” he said. And as he must’ve seen the revulsion in her eyes, he added, “They have seen and heard worse, believe me.”

What could be worse? Nothing, absolutely fucking nothing.

“Deis, this is sick. Like end-level sick. That’s not security, that’s prison, supermax-like.”

He did not answer immediately; instead, he stripped her bare with his piercing look.

“The difference is, this is by choice, and I have all the power and control.”

“Do you?”

His eyes flashed intensely at her.

“I mean, is it truly control, if you always need others to control what’s happening to and around you? Sounds like an illusion to me.”

“You’ll get used to it, now come.”

The fuck I will.

And he pointed towards a door on her left.

Entering, a scent of old books and whiskey went up her nose. Breathing it in, the lump in her throat loosened a bit, as there was nothing more soothing to her than the scent of old books.

Glancing around, she took in the same grandiosity the whole penthouse had, but this study—or should she say, library—was somehow different. There were no windows here, and it had a soothing warmth about it. It wasn’t just as clean as the rest of the penthouse. Here, stories existed, and books of all sizes and colors gave the room a wilder touch. This room lived, truly lived, while the rest of the penthouse was as clean as a whistle.

Deis went over to the old wooden desk with beautiful carvings and opened the MacBook that lay on it.

“Turn around,” he ordered her.

But he didn’t need to say it. She had heard the humming sound next to the shelves on her left. A huge display automatically came out of the ceiling; it was so massive, the height measured more than her whole body.

“This—” a dozen live feeds appeared on the screen, “-is live footage from outside. The main entrance, the garage, and as you can see, they are even at your address.”

Her stomach sank to the ground. There were people watching, cameras ready. Some are even trying to enter the apartment building. Heavy breaths issued from her throat, and there it was again, that tingling sensation as the world zoomed in.

I have nowhere to go anymore.

What if they break in?

Go through my stuff?

What if I am constantly monitored?

I can’t deal with that shit.

I don’t want the attention.

This was never supposed to happen!

The world zoomed in on her once again, slowly detaching her from reality as her heart raced with beats so fast it pounded up into her throat, fired by panic and overwhelm. There was no going back, and she was caught in whatever the hell this was.

And then she could feel him against her back, his hand wrapped around her, just like the first time they met.

“No need to panic,” he whispered against her ear, blowing some strands of her hair into her face with his breath. “It is all under control, I am here, and I will protect you. Also, I have people taking care of your things.”

What is it about him and his presence that calms me down? She leaned into his touch.

“It is all under control.”

His lips trailed along her neck.

“Greg is keeping them away from your apartment. We’ll keep them away from people who know you; they won’t get access to your life. Everything online is handled as well.”

His hands pressed her so tightly against him, and as she closed her eyes, everything was alright.

“How do they even know?” she whispered, more to herself than to him.

“They’re paparazzi, they always know, they have sources, and social media gives them enough to figure things out, but it’s nothing problematic, we made sure of that.”

Her mind raced again and tried to connect the dots. But there was something missing. The most important piece of the puzzle was missing. She needed the missing piece, so she pushed herself away from him and out of his grip.

“But so fast? What do they want? Why am I so important? Why are you so important?”

“They want money, like everyone. And I have money. Scandals make money, so the nobody and me, that is a scandal—hottest gossip—that makes money. If they don’t find enough, they’ll make shit up; whatever is more sensational wins. But, as I said, it is all under control. We’ll feed them enough, so they’ll shut up, and it’ll all be over in a week. Plus, you got revenge.”

He was still dodging her question, and she would not let it rest.

“Deis. Who are you? Why are you so important?”

“I already answered that.”

“No. You gave me what everyone else wants to see. But that’s not the real you. The real you put a bullet in Carl Pearson tonight. So, what aren’t you telling me?”

The corner of his mouth twitched, while his eyes had become dark.
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Her wit, her playfulness, the darkness deep in her waiting to be freed, and her eyes reflecting the world in them—all of it was perfection. Never had he believed to find a woman to see behind his masks, to even see him triggered, and yet have the courage to stay, even to challenge him. But there was something about her that reflected himself in her, while the rest of her couldn’t be any more different. She fenced herself in, in a cage of morality and righteousness.

All the other women he had met wanted the same thing: his money, his status, and what it would gain them being associated with him. Except maybe for Delilah. Delilah was very intelligent and didn’t need to become more famous. She wanted a love match, with someone giving her prestige. She was a fool when it came to love, and that made her nothing better than all the others.

Emma was different. She didn’t even recognize him; she had no interest in any of his lifestyle, as she had made abundantly clear, and that was what only further piqued his interest. What she wanted was the rush. She wanted to feel alive, while she thrived for the exact same thing he did. Control.

And because she did, he would strip all the control she ever had from her to make her his. Truly.

Right now, she groaned as he once again didn’t give her a straight answer. It was a little game he played with her, an amusing one.

“Then who are you?” she asked again, breathing heavily.

But he could not tell her, yet. It was too early to let her in on this, to let her know and see why she was his, why she wasn’t here by accident, and she would for sure flee in absolute disbelief, if not disgust. So, he went for her, grasped her neck, and held her steady until his lips almost touched hers.

“Your wildest dream and your worst nightmare,” he whispered, before he licked with the tip of his tongue over her lips. Her sweet and salty taste opened a world of its own in his mind. Tasting her made him stand in the peaceful, silent eye of a storm, while around him the world blew apart.

“That is not an answer to my question,” she said stubbornly, not trying to let on that it turned her on, but he could see it in her eyes. The eyes that let him see straight into her soul.

“You are asking the wrong questions, ma belle.”

And with that, he wandered down her neck, softly sliding down it with the tip of his tongue. In him rose the urge to take her, throw her onto the desk, and fuck her until she’d collapse from orgasm exhaustion. But he had to suppress it. Right now, it was not the time. When he consumed her, it would be so special that she’d never want anything else. He’d show her what it meant to be wanted, to be worshipped, and to be lost in the sweet moment of giving up control.

She scuffed.

“What would be the right question, then?”

“That you must find out by yourself.”

With his lips, he trailed down her neck and made her bent backwards. But then something happened that he had not anticipated. She pushed him back, and it took her one movement until her hand closed around his throat, her eyes burning him to the ground. It was sexy beyond anything, seeing her lashing out.

“Listen to me very carefully,” she said so calmly and darkly that it aroused him beyond everything. “I’m so done with your games, your manipulation. You will let me go and leave me the hell alone, or heaven forbid, I will bring hell down on you. Do you understand?”

Oh, if only you knew, ma belle.

“Do you understand?” Her grip intensified, pressing exactly the right points, regulating the blood flow from the main arteries.

“No. And what will you do? There is nothing I haven’t survived, believe me. Others have threatened me with worse.” He could have pushed her off, but it was way too arousing.

To his surprise, a grin flashed on her face, so malicious it caught him off guard. And when she whispered against his ear, it was sizzling and shattering at the same time, “They did not see.”

And with it, she let go of him, even pushed him back, and went for the door.

In him, an explosion of arousal fired through his veins. Because she had said exactly the right words.

“Game on, baby,” he called after her, and it made her stop in the doorway. She turned around ever so slowly, her head tilted, her eyes piercing him. And just for a fraction of a second, the corner of her mouth twitched, a small huffing noise leaving her before she turned and left without another word.

Oh, Emma, we are going to have so much fun.

As he stood there, taking in what had just happened, his hands wandered to his throat, where she had just grasped him. Her grip had been so intentional, so on point.

She knew what she was doing.

And he couldn’t help shaking the feeling that there was something about her he did not know.

His phone vibrated in his pocket.

“She’s heading back to the garage,” Ed told him on the phone while he made his way to the elevator. “I believe she took one of your car keys.”

“How did she get those?”

“When she went for the elevator, she opened the drawer next to it.”

“Did it look as if she knew where they were?”

“Yes.”

“Did she take the gun, too?”

If so, it would become very, very interesting.

“Not that I am aware of.”

Good. So, she isn’t out for blood.

“Let her go. I wanna see how this turns out.”

It’s either gonna be gold or there’s gonna be damage control to do, but either way, it will reveal a lot.

She had nowhere to go, the paparazzi waited everywhere for her, and for some reason, he could tell she would not face them. Her personality was hidden; she had no interest in being in the spotlight, so she would go somewhere to hide. Only she had nowhere to hide. She had no family nearby, no money. Maybe she’d try for Julie, or Julie’s friends.

“Ed, have a tap on Julie too. I wanna know what’s going on there. Let me know if she contacts her in any way.”

“Done. Look at Emma’s Instagram.”

There it was: a photo, supposedly of her and him from the back at JFK airport.

“AI?”

“I believe as much, but it’s good, really good, not the typical glitches.”

“The paparazzi are leaving,” he said while staring at the feed from the entrance. “She has them fooled. How is she so good at all this?”

“I don’t know. We have no history of her using AI tools, nor researching it. Maybe from the agency?”

“Ed, there is something about her we do not know; it’s getting clearer and clearer by the day. Find. It. Out!”

How he hated not knowing. Especially with her being connected to everything. And he couldn’t just shake the feeling of a coming betrayal lingering on his doorstep.

Switching to the cameras in the underground garage, he saw her. She didn’t even try to hide it, she actually stared into the camera, and as he zoomed in, he saw something in her eyes for the briefest of moments. A sweet, angry glare while she mouthed the words, “Game over.”

It made his heart jump in apprehension, unable to suppress the grin appearing on his face. So, the game was still on. And he would win, either way.

The rush, it’s the rush. She wants to feel alive.

Only a part of him wasn’t sure what length she would go to after her threat. It could be anything. She had called him in once; she could have him arrested for Carl, although she’d be in the firing line too. She could have him in for illegally tapping her phone and for stalking. But then, he had things on her, too. Only she did not know.

“She’s taking the Audi.”

“It’s the most common one, she doesn’t want to be noticed,” he told Ed, not that Ed didn’t suspect as much.

“Team’s in place. Sending you the GPS of the Audi.”

But he would not intervene. Not if absolutely necessary. He needed to see the extent, see the consequences, and, most of all, feel the moment of triumph when she realized he would always win.

Always.
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Game on baby.

Using her own methods against her. It was still a game to him.

He seeks the rush.

He wants to feel alive.

Just like me.

Only he’s violent and manipulative.

She was not stupid, and all of it shouted manipulation. The way he never answered her question. He didn’t even tell her who he really was, which infuriated her to the point where her skin was on fire.

And yet, there was a part in her, prickling with exciting apprehension. The part of her that wanted all of it. The part that loved the thrill of a quest. The rush of dopamine. The exhilaration of winning. The thrill of not knowing. The rush of the unpredictable.

It had been too easy to get back to the garage; she was sure he was letting her go; otherwise, the driver, or whoever he was, would have stopped her.

He really meant game on.

She needed the paparazzi gone so they wouldn’t follow her, then she’d get to her apartment, get Pi and her laptop, and, most importantly, leave for wherever.

She sat in the Audi, the one she had first thought of to avoid drawing too much attention to herself; it was the only one she had seen in the garage that didn’t scream “billionaire” all over it. Getting the key was the easiest thing. She had seen Deis opening a sideboard drawer in the reflection when they entered, as he placed the gun there. At first, she wanted to take it too, or at least thought about it, but then she’d never use it, and the car keys looked much more appealing.

The car was definitely custom-made, too. The moment she started it, it roared through the garage like hellfire, followed by a full, deep gurgling.

Okay, this is a hell of a car. So much about low-key.

She took a ribbon out of her bag, as well as her fake rimmed glasses. She always had the glasses with her, as they gave her some sort of protection. In the bag, her hand touched Carl’s phone, and although she burned from curiosity, she couldn’t look at it now. Deis would see, for sure. So, she could only hope it wasn’t tapped. But she did not want to turn it off, as it might be protected by a code she didn’t know.

Pulling her hair into a bun, it was all about not being recognized, in case the paparazzi didn’t follow the bait.

Gods, what am I doing here? I feel like a badass villain in a movie.

A small shudder ran down her spine. Somehow, it was thrilling, but it was also sickening. She was taking someone else’s property. She got into the net of a man who definitely had issues, grandiose stalker-like issues.

Desperate times, and he’s got enough money. She pep-talked herself as her righteousness tried to get the better of her.

Aiming for the exit, she was surprised to find it opened automatically.

Plate recognition.

He knows.

He’s letting me do it.

It’s the game.

He wants the game.

But how do I outsmart a man who has a security team, billions of dollars, and all the other resources, even to get protected medical files?

While I have nothing?

Well, I have brains. So think.

And with it, she drove.

She was absolutely mindless, taking turns here and there, driving in circles and turning back, always watching the rearview mirror to see if she was being followed, although she believed the car had a tracker.

Then it clicked.

That’s it. He has everything; he is a famous billionaire. He doesn’t know how to disappear.

I live in fucking Manhattan, the city where you can just as easily disappear, and I know how to disappear.

She drove past her home address, only to see two hooded figures with cameras still lingering. There was also someone standing at the entrance who looked very bulldog-y. That must’ve been the protection Deis talked about.

So, no way of getting Pi and my Laptop out.

Fuck.

She’d text her neighbor later to get Pi out, right now, it was too early. She glanced at the time.

3:33

What is it with that fucking number?

She drove up Upper West Side to Harlem.

When she reached 125 St., she parked near where a few guys hang out on the street and braced herself for what she would do. Her heart racing, she closed her eyes for a couple of moments.

What the hell am I doing here?

But she had to get out of here. Get out of the city, get away from this bad dream. And maybe she’d wake up in a minute and be back to her old miserable life.

She opened her eyes, got out of the car, and walked over to the guys, who cat-called her immediately.

“Take the car,” she told them, and threw the key towards them to catch it. And before anything else could happen, she rushed for the entrance to the subway, running down the stairs.

One minute to go.

Racing to it, her heart began to pound. It was a game with the fire. There was no way in hell Deis could follow her here without drawing too much attention.

Glancing back, she saw no one running behind her.

Good.

And there was the subway. She squeezed in with the closing doors, gasping for air from the running. She was no runner, in general, more of a non-sports person. But she made it. The moment she heard the loud rattling, feeling the subway roll out of the station, relief spread through her.

Immediately, she let down her hair – she hated a bun as it always made her scalp hurt. The whole situation gave her a sensation of being exposed, so she pulled the hood over her head and let herself fall onto a seat at the end of the carriage, where she had everything in view.

She observed all the people in there. There was an older woman knitting, two guys watching something on their phones, two women reading the same book, and a guy audibly arguing on the phone with what was supposedly his girlfriend. Or ex-girlfriend. He didn’t mean to cheat.

What a dumbass.

Taking out her phone, she stared at it.

487,933 notifications on Instagram.

1,891 emails.

Opening the email app, she read one.

‘Disgusting whore’

And another, just to be sure.

‘Wait till I find you!’

It was too much. Fear rose in her to a very uncomfortable level, making her chest clench. Never had she gotten any hate mail before. And now? Her mail exploded from people—women—hating her for being with Deis, telling her how ugly she was, internally as much as externally.

In what world do we live, where women are sending hate mail to another woman because I am with a guy they have never even talked to before, let alone know? This is crazy!

Taking a deep breath, she tried to release the anxiety in her, which was on the verge of overwhelming her. And then she opened Instagram.

Almost 400,000 people had followed her by now. There were messages. Thousands upon thousands with more hate in them. And comments. Under all her posts were hundreds of comments. Reading them made her feel like she had a big lump in her throat; she was almost on the edge of crying. Things were completely out of control.

I need control.

And there it was again – the voice in her – that told her she was a worthless piece of shit, unable to get anything done, not even stick to a fucking routine, let alone keep a job or a boyfriend. Or best friend. Or her thoughts.

The only thing she could control was pain.

Consuming her whole, the urge to either hit into something or cut something open greeted her like the old friend it was, with the sweet promise of release.

To not draw attention to her, she pinched herself with her nails hard into her right forearm, where the skin was most sensitive, while trying to breathe through the needed release.

Being able to think a bit more clearly, she went back to Instagram.

If I delete the posts, it will not matter, because people make screenshots, and there are archives.

I can turn off the comments and the ability to receive messages, that’s something at least.

She was never a social media poster like Julie or Cat, so it took her not even three minutes to turn all the comments off. And although they were gone now, her inner voice repeated what people wrote her.

Never ever would he go for such an ugly one

Manipulator

Typical money-grabber

Slut

Wonder how good she fucks, as she’s not a looker

Shaking herself, she went to read the messages in her main inbox.

Julie


Just saw Deis’ story and your post! What the hell, Em!




You gotta tell me eeeeeverything!




You won’t believe a fucking thing, Julie.

Sienna


You’re famous, Em. Never thought you to be the one who gets a guy like him.




Especially him, after all.




Typical Sienna, she groaned in her mind. Extraordinarily good at making me feel bad all the time.

And there it was. The message that let her heart sink to the bottom of the floor, immediately pounding ever so hard.

Chris the fucker


Hypocrite bitch you are!




How long have you been fucking him?




No wonder you never wanted sex with me, you’ve been fucking him all the time




Disgusting whore!




Anger and rage infiltrated her and consumed her the moment she read his message.

The daring of him! He fucks Sami the whole time, and now he is making me the villain. Gods, this man is lower than low.

And in her mind, she would love nothing more than to strangle him and throw him into the ocean, visualizing it was quite satisfying. Although his reaction showed everything she needed to see. His belittling of her was a strategy of a crushed ego trying to get the power back. And the thought left her with satisfaction.

She closed the app, unable to stand any more of it. Her battery was low anyway.

Staring outside the window into the darkness, her mind wandered.

Fuck!

My phone. Deis is tracking it! How could I be so stupid!

She immediately turned it off. And while she sat there in the rattling subway, she glanced around, trying to sort her thoughts. The New York City subway was a different universe, where you could become everything and nothing.

And then she saw it. One of the women, a few feet away, giggled and pointed at her; the other took out her phone.

Could it be? People recognizing me in the sub?

But when the woman took a photo of her, it needed no further explanation. She had to get out of here. The next station was Times Square. People, many, many people. Exactly what she needed, to blend in with the masses.

The moment the subway came to a halt, she sprinted out of it.

When she reached outside, her glance wandered over the people walking by, a feeling of hiding spread in her. She was so exposed.

Sunglasses.

Slipping into the first souvenir shop, she got herself an ‘I Love NYC’ hooded jacket and the biggest sunglasses she could find with the last money she had. She needed something that did not look like her. So, she just put the hooded jacket over her hoodie and went to the first place possible to get a break, and was in desperate need of a bathroom—a McDonald’s to her right.

What the hell am I doing?

I feel like a criminal on the run.

I must get home.

Get into the apartment.

Get my stuff and leave.

Maybe I can visit my mother’s best friend Annie in Maine and stay with her for a week or two until things calm down a bit, but I won’t run from it.

And then a sensation crawled up on her, like the foreboding of nothing good. She glanced around, but nothing was there. Only other guests, all of them eating or chatting.

But then, why do some of them glance over to me?

Do they recognize me, too? Or is it normal behavior? Why is it that I feel somehow watched?

Maybe I am getting paranoid.

Yes, sure, that’s it.

Get home, sleep, and afterward, it will be a new day.

And with that, she stood up, glanced briefly behind her, and went for the door.

“Oh my god!” she heard an excited voice say to her, making her stop in her tracks.

“You’re Emma, the girl fucking Deis!”

She just stood there, frozen to the spot, while her mind was empty.

How could it travel so fast?

How do people even recognize me? From the photo with Deis? Or those few photos she had posted months and years ago on Instagram?

“I’m sorry,” she said, forcing her voice to appear calm and friendly while a storm raged within her. “You must confuse me with someone else, my name is Annie.” It was the first name that came to her mind. She fake-smiled and left, putting her sunglasses back on. Now no one would recognize her like this.

Forcing herself to make normal steps until she was around the corner, she then ran. Nothing mattered right now. She had to get into her home, get her stuff, and leave.

It wasn’t far to her home, and when she turned the corner for 45th St., all of her froze. About two dozen paparazzi stood around the entrance of her building again; there was no way she could enter unseen.

“There!” shouted one of the men, running towards her, his camera fully on her.

Fuck.

And then she turned around and ran. The men behind her, hunting her with their cameras.

She ran back to 9th Avenue, her heart pounding up to her throat. She had nowhere to go anymore. They hunted her. Like she was prey. All in her felt like breaking down in tears right where she was, so she turned around the corner, and without further thought, she jumped over a fence down to an entrance to a building. It was a lot higher than she had expected, and her joints and ankles burned from the pain of landing on the hard stone. Crouching down in the corner, she just hoped they would not see her. Down here, everything smelled like a pisshole.

And while she waited for the waves of fear to pass, she heard one of the men shout.

“The bitch is fast!”

The very moment tears started to flood down her cheeks, she held her hands in front of her mouth to silence the sobs coming with them, while all she wanted to do was cry out loud.

I am not going to make it. Not without money. Not without backup.

She fumbled out her phone and turned it on.

But who could she call?

Who could help her?

Julie. Julie knows how to build reputations.

The phone rang.

Not answering. Why is she not answering? She is always on her phone, always.

Cat.

Straight to voicemail.

There’s no one. I’m all by myself.

Her phone vibrated.

Deis


Just ask




The fuck I will. It’s exactly what you want me to do.

Breathe. Think.

Carl’s phone.

Opening her bag, she fumbled it out. It was a burner, and as she opened it, there was only a single number dialed on it.

Just do it. What do you have to lose?

And she pressed the button.

The phone rang, and she heard a phone ring above her.

Please let this be a coincidence. Please. It’s got to be.

But when the voice above her answered, a shudder so cold, so shattering, it ran down her spine and goosebumps spread over all her body.

“Carl, did you get her?”

Her heart almost sank out of her body.

Fucking fuck.
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Ed drove the car through half of Manhattan following her, just in case. It was the first time he had a moment to think about what had happened while he scrolled through the headlines Jaz had sent him. It was a lot, but nothing out of the ordinary. Of course, the media would leak out. Maybe he thought it would have a bit more delay, and maybe not to this extent.

Then, the situation with the Pearson boy.

She defended me at gunpoint.

It was clear she was not in on whatever Richard, Delilah, and Carl were cooking up, but something just didn’t add up. Did her father train her? He’d watched her for years now, but he never saw her do sports of any kind or train in self-defense. Nor did she have gun training.

The way she gripped my throat and pressured the arteries – it’s something you need to learn to get right with a single grip. She knew how to strike, and her shot was on point.

She used AI without thinking to get an image of us at JFK.

The wit of using AI under pressure and the ability to produce results screamed professional.

She is so sharp under pressure.

Would someone normal be as sharp as her?

But then she is not normal.

Maybe it’s her neurodivergence; it’s common for people with ADHD to work perfectly under pressure. Maybe.

She ripped him of all his control. Her nature, in its beauty, was unpredictable, uncontrollable. Which would be dangerous to a lethal point, and hell, was he in for the ride.

“We lost the signal, but she was spotted, still on the 2nd line. A girl posted a photo of herself online. It’s gonna be bad.”

“They will hunt her down, most definitely. Have the team close by, she’ll go for a public, crowded area, she’s not stupid.”

Following her, tracing her, came so naturally to him. Only with her, there was more. He wanted to see how she thought and how she reacted because he couldn’t predict it in its entirety. Normally, he wouldn’t care about it as most people were fully predictable and there was only a single emotion he wanted to feel: triumph. With her, it was not about the triumph anymore; it was about unmasking and exploring her, all of her.

“She’s out on 42nd, like you said, aiming for Times Square.”

It made him chuckle. She had revealed so much about herself, and yet, he still couldn’t entirely grasp her, but she knew how to combine stuff. There was a depth in her that resembled the deepest of oceans, where no human was ever able to go. The question is, where did she get the knowledge?

“Paparazzi are back, they know it was bait, I suppose,” said Ed, handing him the tablet to the rear seat of the G-Class.

Paparazzi were one of the nastiest specimens walking this earth in his opinion. It was a cold business; they were in only for the money, the more the better, with disrespect for anyone’s lives.

“She could be heading home, one block out.”

This is going to be very interesting. But why go to all the lengths and then go home just like that? What are you up to, ma belle?

“Shit,” he whispered as he witnessed the crowd of paparazzi sprinting after her.

“It’s unusual that they’re that fast and that aggressive. Have you seen what Jaz sent?”

“Social media is a nightmare, but this–” he said as he scrolled through the report on what Emma was facing on her profile and what people shared. “The aggression is much heavier than usual.”

“It is indeed,” answered Ed. “Her phone’s back on.”

It was time for his move.

Just ask




Seconds passed. A minute passed. And when he saw her typing, his heart began to race a bit in blissful anticipation.

“Deis, have a look at this.”

“What am I looking at?”

“It’s a photo of one of the paparazzi, only he isn’t one.”

Something was not right. He could sense it; his instincts knew something was different. The face. The way he looked. His memory for faces was exceptional, but he could not pinpoint it.

“Who is he, Ed?”

“I’m not getting anything in the databases, but he has a gun. Glock 19.”

Fuck.

“Federal. Or ex-Fed. It’s staged. Delilah. She’s having it removed. We need to get her out of there immediately; they will take her.”

Just that moment, his phone vibrated.

Emma


They’re hunting me




I know




Because of you




No, because you ran




It’s a game to you




You started it




I have nowhere to go, they’re everywhere




I know, all you need to do is ask




Would she do it, though?

All he wanted was for her to. If, she would be his.

Emma


…typing




But then she stopped typing.

“Deis, we have a problem,” said Ed, but he had seen it himself; the red dot marking her was on the move again.

Fuck. They must’ve found her.

And then, his phone rang.

His heart was pounding fast.

His stomach fluttered.

It was her.

“Deis! Get me out of here,” her voice was full of desperation, fast and heavy pants rustled with her voice through the speaker. “They’re everywhere, they tried to grab me, they…one of them has a gun.”

She had said it. And it turned his world upside down with the thrill it gave him.

“We’re thirty seconds out, just run straight, we’ll be at the corner of 50th St.”

Ed raced the G-Class with a loud roar over 50th St., ignoring the red traffic lights as he crossed 9th Ave., which was a close call with the crossing cars, and came to a halt right in front of the sidewalk.

He saw her running towards them, and behind her were at least ten nasty bastards and the man from the photo.

He bent over to the right side of the car to open the door for her.

When she reached them, she lunged in, slamming the door shut with her. And while Ed immediately went for it with squeaking tires, he took the feeling of triumph flooding his system.

He won.

And now she would be his.

Only winning wasn’t as sweet as it was supposed to be. He needed more. Craved more.

Her breathing was heavy, red in the face, and she had tears all over her face. She wore an oversized hooded jacket that she had not had before. Her eyes were big and filled with fear, except for this small, thrilled, little flicker of rush consuming her.

“Come here,” he said, reaching for her arm, but she pushed it away.

“Why are they like this?” she asked him, with a shaky voice, still breathing heavily, and more tears flooding from her eyes. The smell of her was thrilling. Her lavender scent mixed with sweat, tears, and fear. She tamed her mane into a bun, giving him a beautiful view of her neck.

Sweet perfection.

“Because they weren’t all normal paparazzi.”

“What were they then?”

“Tell me what they did.”

She groaned, “After they passed, I crawled out from where I hid in that dung hole entrance to the basements or whatever it was. I thought they might be far enough, but two of them waited for me. And they started to ask questions and shouted shit after me.”

“What did they shout exactly?”

And then he saw it in her glaring eyes.

“You are married, aren’t you?”
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She had known it the moment one of the paparazzi or whoever they were had called “Filthy home wrecker” after her. And it was the reason Chris said what he had. She could see the headlines in tomorrow's papers.

Emma Richardson (27) Destroys DeBarra’s Marriage

No one would believe her; she was the villain, and the world would hate her. And yet, here she was, sitting in his car.

“Yes,” he answered with a whisper.

She closed her eyes for a moment. All their past conversations ran past her inner eye. Looking back, she could’ve known. He had always evaded her questions, had always tried to hide his full name and who he truly was.

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because it’s just a technicality.”

“A marriage is a technicality?” she scuffed out in disbelief, rolling her eyes, which made his eyes become slits.

And although he looked as if he wanted to punish the eye-rolling, he said dismissively, “It is part of a greater plan.”

“So, I am the meat you throw into the lion’s den for your plan, wonderful.”

“You are not. You are in the lion’s den because you didn’t listen to me.”

Fuck you.

Of course, she wouldn’t meet an honest man. They are all the same: power, secrets, and lies.

“Delilah is—” he started.

And the moment he said it, it clicked. Crazy-ass-stomach-sinking-to-the-floor-click. Accompanied by a cold shudder over her back.

Delilah DeBarra. Right hand and daughter of Richard DeBarra.

Richard DeBarra. Carl said Richard sent him, fuck.

Richard DeBarra, who was the CEO of Gamma, a megalomaniac conglomerate doing business all over the world, from food to tech to investment, while exploiting every last penny out of everyone and everything.

Only no one looked behind the beautiful marketing campaigns celebrating the company’s fake positive impact on nature and humanity with Delilah as the face of it. Like some kind of heroine, saving the world. And people worshipped her as a modern saint.

Of course, people would recognize me. Of course, I would be hunted, she groaned in her mind.

“Are you like, mental to have me post the photo? She’ll come after me; that woman knows no right or wrong.”

“That is exactly what happened.”

“So, you’re saying that some of the paparazzi were there to do—what? Grab me? Kill me?”

“Something like that, I suppose. They were too aggressive. And one of them had a gun.”

“Who would’ve guessed?” she said ironically. “Did you know before?”

“I did not expect her to pull the big guns out so soon, no.”

At least it seemed to be honest. But the realization of what was happening crouched like a lingering shadow in her, eating her slowly. There would be no going back from this.

“What kind of plan are you cooking up with her?”

“A plan I’ve dedicated most of my life to.” His voice was calm and silent, yet somewhere in his tone was longing. A longing that gave her the chills.

“So, it was your revenge, too.”

“Could phase it like that, yes.”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I anticipated you to run.”

“In case you didn’t notice, I ran this way. What changed?”

He considered her for a moment.

“Deis, you need to be honest with me.”

It took him a moment to answer. “Honesty above all,” he finally whispered.

A shudder ran down her spine. And she could only stare at him.

I’ve heard those words before. I’ve said them before. But it could not be, could it?

It was, in the end, just a normal sentence people use, right? But something about his look was funny. He had his head tilted and looked at her with intense curiosity.

“Yes. Honesty above all.”

He stared at her just a bit longer before he spoke again.

“I knew it the moment in the event center. Then Carl happened, but as you were the one pulling the trigger, I could be sure.”

Her heart began to race as the tension in the car sizzled through the air, bringing the sweet foreboding of a truth to be released.

“Sure of what?” What did you know?”

The pause he made let an explosive feeling of curiosity grow in her chest, up to the point where she could no longer contain it.

Say it.

Part of her knew what was going to come, and a part wanted to run far, far away because once it was out in the open, there would be no going back. And when he finally spoke, his voice was so silent and controlled.

“That you are the queen to my kingdom.”

His words hit her like the surge of a hurricane. A heat like never before exploded in her chest. The sweet sound of being cherished and wanted glowed her into an unraveling mess of longing. She had to bite her lip to contain herself from giggling, screaming out loud, and stomping her feet sillily on the ground. What she couldn’t contain was a broad smile growing on her face.

It was probably the most beautiful thing she had ever heard.

It was better than any “I love you,” better than any affection anyone had ever shown.

Everything was different with him.

And there she was, being consumed by him, lost for words.

He stared at her the whole time, piercing her with his eyes. It was as if they communicated without words, just by staring into each other’s souls.

“Get us home, Ed,” he said up to the front, without breaking his gaze.

Home.

His home. The home he wanted to be my home, too. It was all so intense, so out of the ordinary. But mostly, it was dangerous, thrilling, consuming. And it made her feel alive with every last one of her cells. If there had been a guy with red flags, he would have wiped a million of them right in front of her face, and she still would only see Deis’ eyes, stripping her soul to its rawest existence. Existence, which was daring, playful, living. The self she was, not because of him, but because she could be herself. The real, unmasked self. Liberated from all the weight she carried around with her.

[image: ]


As they turned the corner onto Deis’ street, it was like she was whirled into a different universe. Flashlights buzzed as she sat like a star behind the black windows of an armored luxury car. Somewhere in that mob were people who wanted to get to her, maybe take or do whatever else to her.

“Deis, I can’t do this. This is not me.”

“They can’t see you.”

“But it won’t stop. I will never be able to be a normal person again.”

“No, you won’t, because you never were normal. Now you’re mine, and I don’t intend to let you go, ever.”

“Not helping,” she said with a teasing voice, but she couldn’t stop herself from grinning, his words brushing over her bruised and wounded heart like silk.

He knew very well what his words did to her; his smug grin said as much.

“Listen, you’ll wonder how fast people forget. And the thing with Delilah will be handled,” he said, so casual, even careless.

And as they turned into the garage, she tried to breathe all the nasty thoughts out of her mind.

“Deis,” said Ed. “Press is being released this very minute.”

“What press?” she asked him immediately, while a bad foreboding crawled up.

“Something that hopefully will get the target off your back.”

“Deis!”

“You don’t need to worry about it.”

There it was again – the not telling, the evading, the vague answers. But she would not let him. If he wanted her to be his, he would play by her rules.

So, she did something so out of her comfort zone that it made her chest almost split in discomfort. She leaned over, climbed onto his lap, and sat down on him. From his smug but surprised look, he had not expected it. With her hands, she trailed through his hair and down his neck to his chest. Then, she leaned in onto the side of his face until her lips were next to his ear; His cock swelling against her bottom. And then she whispered into his ear with a voice she did not recognize herself.

“A true king shares everything with his queen.”
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Goddamit. She will be the death of me. ‘A true king shares everything with his queen.’

The moment her words reached him, an earth-shattering lightning struck through him, blanking his mind, and his carnal instincts took over.

If Ed hadn’t been in the car, he would’ve ripped all her clothes off and had her right now.

She really was a queen.

My queen.

He let his hands trail up to her hair, tamed in a loose bun. He removed the ribbon and let her mane of brown hair fall down. The thick hair is so perfect for grabbing. And as he stroked through the still slightly wet hair from her running endeavors, he took her all in, his Emma. Her soft skin, strong eyes, her attractively blushed cheeks – something in his chest growled longingly.

“You are the most wondrous human I have ever met.”

The way she smiled was honest; something about it told him it was exactly the right thing to say. He meant it, all of it. With her, he did not need to hide or conceal who he was. Everything would fall into place very, very soon. It would be his masterpiece.

And then he cupped her face in his palms and kissed her. Soft and sweet. Because it was what she needed right now. And for the first time in his life, something wasn’t about him. There was nothing to plan, nothing to strategize, nothing to gain. Because he found the woman, who not only quietened his mind but also was the missing piece to his lost soul.

Although he could have stayed in the car and kissed her sweet lips forever, things had to be done, and it was essential to act fast. So, he lifted her out of the car and walked her to the elevator. He took her hand in his, which made her stop in her tracks and stare at him. But he only smiled at her. He wanted her close, not planning to let her go ever. And to his delight, she, for once, did not protest or tell him to fuck off.

“Deis, what’s been released to the press?” asked Emma again, her eyebrows drawn up as they stepped into the elevator.

“The truth.”

“What truth?”

“Everything concerning Gamma and their executives destroying and exploiting humanity as much as nature in disguise of helping them.”

“You don’t look like a saint to me.”

Her words and perky look made him chuckle because damn, he was everything, but only she didn’t know the real reasons he was going after Gamma.

“Because I am not.”

“Then why do it?”

Without answering, he stepped out of the elevator into the penthouse as the door opened. Emma, however, did not. She let go of his hand and leaned into the frame so it wouldn’t close, waiting with crossed arms and a piercing look in her eyes. The very look that might just be able to x-ray his entire existence.

“Why do I feel like it’s only partly the truth?”

Two steps away from her, he considered her.

“Because it is.”

What he saw then, for the smallest of seconds, almost made him throw all control into the wind. There it was, a tucked-up corner of her mouth, while her eyes burnt him alive.

She already knows. And yet, here she is.

All he wanted to do was take her right here, right now, to celebrate his victory. So, he stepped up to her so close that he could see every dark line in her irises. A strand of her hair had fallen into her face. He brushed it back, deliberately, purposefully, controlling the urge to push her hard into the back of the elevator and choke her.

Messy hair, the glasses framing these intense eyes so full of darkness staring at me, suits her beyond anything.

Part of him wanted to hurt her. Fuck her until she screamed from pain if she still could. See the blood trail, it’s way over her sweet skin, and taste the iron-infused juice of life.

“Oh, Emma,” he whispered while taking her face into his palms. “Why don’t you run?”

“Because I am no prey,” she whispered back.

“If you only knew what I do to you in my mind, you wouldn’t say that.”

“I know exactly what you want to do to me,” she said. Her tone was so knowingly clear, her eyes didn’t even blink; instead, she bit her lower lip, underlining visually what she had already told him.

She wants me to take her.

There was absolutely no fear in her eyes, only that small flicker of engulfing, consuming fire. And then he pulled her out of the elevator and pushed her hard into the wall next to it, his right hand closing around her throat.

“Tell me what you know,” he demanded.

I fucking need to hear it.

His body already exploded with fireworks of desire and hunger. Hunger for her. Feeling her. Tasting her. Having her.

“You want me to be yours, you want to own me, consume me, take me.”

Yes, I do.

“You want control over me, fuck me until I cannot take it anymore, humiliate me, break me.”

Yes, I do.

His cock swelled so hard against her waist.

“You want to take my throat, destroy my core, fuck all my holes, hear me begging you for mercy while you have none.”

Yes, I do.

And if you don’t stop, I will do all of it.

The prickle in his cock radiating into his core and body almost made him burst.

“You want the high, the rush, you want to feel alive, you want to be you without hiding.”

Yes, I do.

A pause of sizzling tension between them was building into what would be an epic wave of destruction.

Her chest now heaved up and down against his heavy breaths.

Say it.

“And you want to feel the control slip from under your fingers while the blade slices through my skin.”

Goosebumps spread over his entire body. His skin, his whole physical being, was fizzing in an explosive union of ice and fire. He wanted her. Needed her. Now.

“Do you feel how hard I am?”

“Yes, I do.”

“Then, as you know all what I wanna do to you, why don’t you run, ma belle?”

Another pause, where she closed her eyes for a second, and instead of fighting his touch, fighting his consuming pressure, she melted into it. And when she opened her eyes again, the fire in them burned, full of daring, full of boldness.

“You ask,” she whispered, so quietly, so calmly, and yet, so clearly, while her eyes burned him down, “because you don’t know how wet I am.”

And right at this moment, he truly knew that he had found his match.
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Unable to say why she did it, why it was happening, she just couldn’t help it. Words poured out of her mouth that she didn’t intend to say. Arousal spread in her, rooted so deep it was like carnal instinct had overtaken her body. Something in her screamed to run, but the voice was silenced by the magnetism pulling them towards each other.

Being pressed into the wall by her throat was something she had fantasized about for years now. Chris had been sexually more than boring, doing the bare minimum and only taking care of himself. And she had needs. Needs she could only fulfill with herself in her fantasy. Now, those fantasies became reality, and she was turned on to a level that frightened her to her very core. The same core now erupted with a vicious lava of lust.

“Oh, Em,” came Deis’ breath against her ear while his hard cock pressed against her. “We’re going to have so much fun.”

With the tip of his tongue, he wandered from her ear to her neck and along her jawline, until he reached her lips. His other hand trailed down her body, his hand sliding between her thighs. And although there was fabric between his hand and her clit, she almost exploded when his two fingers started to rub down there. It was so fierce, so hard, so consuming.

Exactly what I want. Need. Long for.

“I can feel your juices wet my fingers through your pants,” he whispered against her lips.

“Told you so,” she said with an intentional chuckle.

“Take my cock into your hand.”

And she immediately let her right hand trail to where his cock pressed into her. Gripping it with her hand through his pants, he was so damn hard. And the girth; holy shit, the girth! It made her roll her hips just from the thought of having him fuck her with it.

“Remember how I fucked your mouth with it?”

And the images from Central Park flooded her mind, the arousal and lust she had felt while he had claimed her mouth.

He knows his stuff.

“Yes,” she said while her breathing became fluttery from the tingling and consuming arousal in her core.

“Imagine how it would feel thrusting hard in you down here.” And he grabbed her labia. “Claiming you, making you truly mine.”

Her mind went empty the moment the words left his mouth. Finally, her thoughts stopped. There was no more mind-racing, no more discussion, no constant dialogue. There was only one thing now. Pure, raw, carnal lust.

“Take out my cock if you want it. Show me how much you want me to fuck you,” he whispered darkly, staring into her eyes. “But let me warn you, if you take it, there is no going back. If you take it, you are mine.”

Mine. I’d be his.

The sensation his words produced in her heated her like a fire lit somewhere deep in her core, and she had to close her eyes to follow its vibrant trail through her whole body. There was nothing to think about. It was a dance with the devil, but damn, she wanted to be his. To belong. Be wanted. Even be commanded. And as she opened her eyes again, without hesitating, she fumbled with the button of his pants, noticing the devilish smile on his face that darkened his eyes and let her stare into his just as dark soul.

And then she let her hand wander into his pants, into his underpants, so soft it felt like it cost a normal person’s monthly salary, and then she touched it. His beautiful, hard, and yet soft cock. It melted into her hand as if it were made for nothing else. She gripped it fiercely while not breaking the gaze into his eyes. She wanted to see every single one of his reactions. His eyes only flickered with fire.

Flashbacks of the night in Central Park streamed into her inner eyes, how she sucked it, how he fucked her mouth with it, and all she wanted was to do it again; she wanted more. Feel him everywhere.

Take me.

Fuck me.

Fill me.

Break me.

Thinking it alone was so dirty, so filthy it should make her blush, but it did not matter anymore, as no one was here to judge.

And then she was ripped out of her mind by Ed’s voice. She had completely forgotten; he was still there. Instant embarrassment made her cheeks fill with heat.

So much about no one being here to judge.

“Deis, Ms. Regan is here, one minute out.”

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.

Deis himself groaned as much as she. “Impeccable timing.” And he pushed himself off her, zipped up, and tucked everything in. The moment she wanted to say something, he leaned back to her, his right forearm above her head, while he grabbed her cheek with his left. He kissed her fiercely for what could have been hours before he let go of her just as quickly as it had come to be – just in time for the elevator to arrive with a soft bing.

Julie walked out of the elevator, radiant as ever, but seemingly a bit leveled. Their eyes met, and hers became slits, as if she were checking out what exactly she had interrupted.

“Julie, thank you for coming,” came Deis’ voice next to her, all business casual, like a switch turned.

“Not that I had a choice,” Julie said, still staring at her. “What did I interrupt?”

Blatant as ever.

When it came to sex, Julie was a sensual lioness and a bottomless gossip.

“I was just about to fuck Emma.”

And Emma gasped out, “Deis!”

But Julie only laughed. “That’s what I thought. You guys heard of something like slow and getting to know each other, right?”

More embarrassment flushed her cheeks red. Julie had known her her whole life. She had seen and heard it all – all the drama, all the boys.

“We already got to know each other quite well, more than anyone else, I assume. However, in due course, things happened.”

“I saw. Edwards filled me in on the rest. Did you release it all?”

“Yes, all of it. Unfortunately, Emma here got a bit caught in the fire.”

“A bit is a massive understatement,” said Julie with a tone of omniscience, like a reprimanding mother.

Hello, I’m standing right here, listening.

“Nothing we can’t handle. Do you have a conference room? Quite the view, by the way,” Julie added and pointed at the yellowish horizon, greeting the day goodbye through the massive window front.

“I do,” he said to her. “Ed, set up the war room.”

“War room?” she asked him.

“It’s just something we call it, makes it more fun.”

She rolled her eyes at him. Billionaire’s attitude.

“Please.” He pointed to the staircase, signaling Julie to walk in front.

He waited until Julie had passed her before he growled into her ear, “Roll your eyes at me again, and I’ll forget we have onlookers.”

Her inner lioness immediately purred in want, pushing her into saying things she would usually have swallowed.

“Mhhm, I think I’d like that.”

She only said it to tease him, never would she want Julie to watch her being fucked, but it was just so good to see him not calculating things. He only stared at her, and she could see that she had gotten him off guard. He considered it for a moment, weighing his options. And while they stood there, they had completely forgotten about Julie.

“Are you two coming, or do I need to get myself a room until you are done eating each other?”

Heat exploded in her face once again.

God, this is humiliating.

They went down to the lower level, a heavy, very different-looking door appearing to their right. Deis unlocked it with his finger and a scan of his eye.

Biometric door. Holy shit, this really was a war room.

Holding open the door, first Julie, then she, stepped into it.

“Wow,” gasped Julie.

Yep. Wow.

As they entered, it was immediately clear to her why this room was labeled ‘the war room’. It had no windows; the walls, the ceiling, and even the door were plastered with some kind of foam, probably to shield noises. A huge round table stood in the middle of it, and the wall opposite her was full of different sets of huge displays. There was so much tech she had never seen before, she felt for a moment as if she sat in an airplane cockpit or in a NASA rocket launch center. It even smelled like she imagined it to. The slightly plastic smell of heated tech mixed with different human odors, the latter was something she hated, per se.

Julie was just as impressed as she was. She walked over to the board with many buttons and took a close look at it. And there it was, the question sneaking up on her. Who was this man? Because he was not just a normal guru and influencer.

“This is not a normal conference room,” she said, stopping in her tracks-

“It is not. Coffee or tea, anyone?” Deis asked so ever so casually.

Strategy. It’s his deflection strategy. And the thought made her system go on high alert.

“What do you need a room like this for?” she inquired, a feeling of suspicion sneaking up on her.

“Strategies. Monitoring. Observing.”

“But what for? Why do you need a war room?”

He ignored her question, and it made her angry from a very deep root in her. Being ignored was a trigger she could not stand, not at least when it was important to her.

“Please, sit down,” he said, almost pushing her into the room and onto a chair. She wanted to protest, but at that very moment, three men and a woman entered the room. They all looked as if they would be ready to murder.

“So, you already met Ed.” He pointed at the ‘driver’. “Edwards is my personal detail, trusted advisor, and ex-Special Forces. Then there’s Greg.” He pointed to the shortest of the men, a muscular white guy with many tattoos whose face and overall appearance screamed hardcore over him. His hair was very short, and on his neck was a tattoo of a snake on the verge of biting the onlooker. “He caught that nasty specimen from Central Park for you, and he is also handling your case.”

“My…case?” she asked him incredulously, only to be ignored again, which made her fume from inside to a point where she clenched her hands into fists until her palms hurt from her nails digging into them.

“And this is Jaz,” he said while pointing towards the black woman who sat at the table. She wore her hair in an amber-colored fro-hawk, which underlined the first impression she gave: strength. Everything about her was strong; her muscles toned, her posture present. Jaz’s eyes had fixed on her, and it gave her the same subtle feeling of being stripped of her masks that Deis gave her when staring at her.

“Jaz is one of the most renowned, shall we say, cyber specialists?”

She laughed. It was a magnetic laugh with a wide smile, revealing her bright teeth. “We could say,” she said with a chuckle. “Officially.”

“And lastly.” Deis went over to the older, grizzly bear-like bearded man who lingered like a shadow in the back. “This is Sam, a brilliant strategist, my oldest and most trusted advisor, friend, and the heavy gun, if needed.”

He has friends? And a fucking Special Forces team.

This must be a fucking dream. I watch too much Netflix.

“So, Julie, as Ed already told you, we have an issue on our hands that we need to address quickly. We need to get Emma out of the fire.”

“There’s already a lot out there,” said Jaz, pulling different images onto a large screen. “Some are real, some are AI.”

Photos of me running.

Photos of me doing things I’ve never done.

Headlines full of hate.

Comments full of hate.

Open threats.

The world around her began to spin.

This is not happening.

Her eyes became wide as she stared at the screen, more and more showing there.

This cannot be.

Her breathing went erratic, while that familiar feeling of overwhelm zoomed in on her, engulfing her system with panic.

This will never go away.

All the voices around her felt far, far away. Deis, Julie, all the others – there seemed to be worlds between them.

I need to get out of here.

Someone touched her hand, she stared at it, but was it her body, though?

It doesn’t feel like my body.

Her ears rang, and everything went dumb while more and more photos, articles, headlines, and posts appeared on the screen, leaving her with unbearable pain in her inner world.

I can’t handle it.

And her heart stumbled over its own rhythm, only this time, a part of her, in her, separated, even detached itself.

I must get out of here.

I must release the pain.

I must wake up from this nightmare.
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He could sense something wasn’t right. It was like a small, sizzling wave going through his chest.

“Emma.” He tried to reach her, taking her hand to ground her.

But no reaction came. She just stared into the void with her big, dark green eyes. Her heartbeat was fast; he could see the main artery pumping on her neck, heavy like she had sprinted two miles. Her chest was heaving up and down way faster than it should.

Was it another panic attack, though? Last time, it was different. He could reach her last time; she still reacted to him. Now, it was as if she just wasn’t in there anymore, as if she dissociated her whole existence. If so, it would be even better than he could have imagined, and it would make being with her infinitely more exhilarating. There was something hidden in her, something dark. And that part was the one he wanted to see. That part was the one he needed. Even thinking of it made his chest prickle with desire.

Suddenly, she jumped up and ripped him out of his thoughts.

“Emma.” He tried again, but she still didn’t react.

“Emma!” Julie shouted at her, without any effect.

Pushing away her chair, she turned, and when she did, he saw it in her eyes. They had lost their spark, the fire, the depth; they were just dark and empty. Literally dark, like the blackness of the night in the country on a stormy day, and he had seen them like this before. It was the moment when Carl had raped her.

What was it that made her crush from the inside? Was it being seen? Or something happening against her will, out of her control? Or something attached to her moral compass?

And when she walked out of the room, he glanced back at the others in the room.

“I’ll be right back; you all do your magic.”

“Deis,” said Julie, “She is not good at handling stuff happening, she has a past⁠—”

“I know.”

“You know?”

“As I said, we’ve learned a lot about each other.”

And with it, he went after her. The only problem was that she was nowhere to be seen.

“Emma!” he shouted, but it was senseless.

As he rushed through the rooms and to the upper floor, he didn’t see her anywhere.

He then pulled out his phone, checking for the feeds, but she was nowhere to be seen, so he rushed back to the war room.

For a moment, he felt something that must be some sort of fear in him. He had to protect her. He needed her. Not because she had become essential for his plan, the grand finale, but because of what she had become to him. To his soul. To his tattered, cold, hard soul. Never had he cared for anything. But what hung heavy in his stomach right now was fear. Fear of losing her. Because he fucking cared. He, of all people, who cared for nothing much. But her.

Fuck.

“Ed, tell me where she went. I cannot find her.”

Edwards had the feeds up within seconds, tracing her back. She went upstairs, into the kitchens, took a knife, and then locked herself in one of the bathrooms. There are no cameras there.

She took a knife. The thought of it—the thought of cutting her, seeing her cut herself—enthralled him as if oil was poured into fire.

“How did she manage to find all that so fast?”

“I don’t know. Ed, we need to open that door,” he shouted while hurrying to the bathroom.

When he reached it, he banged at the door. It echoed through the whole penthouse.

“Emma, open the door, please.”

No reaction.

“The things you saw, it’s nothing we cannot handle. I’ve faced worse, believe me.”

No reaction.

“If you don’t open it, I will break it open.”

Still no reaction.

“Ed, break it open.”

He was sure of what she was doing in there. She had said it before. And he had seen the marks on her arms; self-harm was her form of release. Like the rush she needed before. He knew it all so well. Only that he harmed others, not himself. Right now, he longed to see. See the release she would get from it. See the knife split her skin. See the blood run over it. And he needed to be sure, sure she wouldn’t do the final cut.

While she had some sort of moral compass guiding her, he did not. Morals were a tool he used for his plans, nothing more. The world would be a better place if people would not hide behind morals and just be true to themselves. He did not care about any of those he inflicted harm on. Most of them wanted him to harm them, and those who earned it had to pay because they did something unforgivable. So, he just didn’t care because there was always someone to release his inner turmoil on. She, however, did somehow care about others. And that is why she needed a release pointed at herself.

The door lock clicked.

And he burst into the bathroom.

He closed the door behind him, as this was probably the sole thing Ed did not need to witness.

What he saw was perfection, letting his arousal grow up into the clouds.

A beautiful mess.

There she sat on the floor, leaning back against the bathtub, staring out of the glass windows with their beautiful view of mid and downtown. There was blood everywhere.

Not enough to call an ambulance, but enough to make any other person faint. He, however, was captivated by its beauty; it was marvelous.

Blood from her arms trailed slowly down to her palms, leaving beautiful traces of desperation. There was blood in her hair and on her face, smeared into it. And then, there was her masterpiece. The knife was stuck in her thigh. She hadn’t pulled it out; she obviously knew what she was doing.

He squatted down next to her. And he couldn’t help but let his hand and finger wander over her arm until his hand was red from her blood. Her gaze followed his hand, and when he lifted it up to put her face into his hand, painting it with her own blood, he imprinted the image of her in his mind forever.

“You are the most beautiful woman I have ever met,” he whispered while his thumb brushed over her red lips.

Her eyes flashed into his, and there it was again – the depth, the fire. And all he wanted to do was taste her, kiss her, take her, consume her.

When his lips met hers, he entered her with his tongue, taking in the metallic taste of her blood. She tasted phenomenal.

She kissed him weakly and restrained herself.

“You might not see it, ma belle,” he whispered against her lips. “But to me, you are perfection, and if I have to remind you every day for the rest of our lives, I will do so.”

Tears flooded down her cheeks as he embraced her again. Taking his second hand up, he cupped her face with both his hands. He wanted to hold her, feel her in this strong and valiant kiss, claiming her as his. 

And in his mind, he saw an image play in front of his inner eyes. The image of her in this beautiful bed in paradise, with its white sheets, birds singing songs of nature’s force, while crickets chirp to the night falling on them. The warmth of their surroundings radiated onto their skin, and her, lying in front of him. The spots of her perfection were marked by his worship as he consumed her in their bed of blood and roses on the day he would make her his for all eternity.
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: LAST PARADISE - KWOON


She had lost complete track of time for how long Deis sat there with her, kissing her, taking her in. All of it was a blur and a release at once. All that whirled and roared like a hurricane in her was silenced by his touch, by his words, by his acceptance.

“You have no idea how much I want to fuck you right now,” he told her as their kiss finally found an end.

She only closed her eyes and huffed a bit. Something in her still couldn’t grasp his absolute non-concern about the fact that she had cut open her arms, stabbed herself in her thigh, and bled all over the place.

“I mean it, Em.”

“Hardly,” she breathed out in exhaustion.

But why would he lie, though?

“You see yourself from the wrong perspective.”

Yeah, from the broken beyond anything one.

“You call this mess, perspective?” she scuffed at him.

“I do, ma belle, because from my perspective, you are perfection. You are the air I breathe and the ground I walk on, you are the fire that burns in me and the wind that lifts me up. You are the remedy to my pain, and I’d burn down the world for you, if I must, because I can’t and don’t want, ever, to be without you.”

His words hit her somewhere so deep, they made her and her heart cry. Goosebumps spread over her skin, as no one had ever said anything like it to her. It was heart-wrenching, movie-like, poetic, and made her speechless.

“You grew up believing you were faulty, broken, and wrong.”

Yes, I did. Still do.

“You are anything but. Within you resides a darkness you've endeavored to control your entire life, yet some darkness cannot be controlled – it can only be embraced," he said, gently brushing his hand over her face, covered in by now dried blood. It was so strange, if not crazy.

He values me. He wants me. He sees me. The devil himself is the saint to my broken soul.

“It is not your fault; no one saw who you really are. It is not your fault; no one valued your existence. It is theirs.” 

And she opened her eyes, staring into those piercing ice-blue ones, which right now shimmered in all kinds of arousal, while her heart swelled, carried by a beautiful warmth of being seen for the first time in her life.

“It needs darkness to recognize darkness,” she whispered, repeating the words he told her in her apartment.

“It does.” And he sat himself next to her slightly leaking leg. They stared into each other's eyes for god knows how long; it might have been an eternity.

“You are the air I breathe and the ground I walk on,” his words still resounded in her head.

Damn.

He would be her death one day, but it did not matter, because right now, she had all she ever wanted.

“So, about the knife, does it need to stay in and get you to the ER, or can we risk pulling it out?” he asked her after a while with a smirk, pointing at it. And the way he said it, so causally, totally unconcerned, as if this were a normal Sunday and he asked what tea she wanted, made her laugh. So hard, it resounded all through the bathroom and made her leg hurt. His question was so peculiar, with a bit of humor in it, and it lifted for some reason the heaviness of everything.

He joined her, and for a moment they just sat there, both covered in blood, laughing, living, feeling alive. And when they finally stopped, the silence fell heavy on them again. Outside, the rising sun colored the city a deep pink-orange.

“It can be pulled out, I suppose. I know how to avoid the femoral,” she said with a grimace.

“So, you don’t want to die?”

And he asked so casually again, as if he were asking about the weather.

“Part of me does. But most of me wants to be seen and feel alive.”

It was the most honest answer she had ever given; not even she or the many therapists had gotten this particular truth out of her. And where she usually was rejected, he smirked at her.

“That we can take care of,” he said, leaning in on her, and while he kissed her, he pulled out the knife.

Ouch.

Now, as she was all back to consciousness, it hurt like shit. Some blood flooded out of the wound, but not too much, and he immediately put pressure on it with a fresh towel.

She knew her art. Although, overall, she felt a bit dizzy.

“How about we get you cleaned and checked up? I assume the wound might need some stitches.”

“I will not set foot into a hospital, I have no interest in being put in a psych ward, nor do I have insurance.”

He laughed. “I would not let them. But I thought more of my private doctor.”

Of course, he has a private doctor.

“Not necessary, really. The only thing I need would be a first aid kit; the rest I can do myself.”

“Any chance you went to med school without leaving a trace? Where did you learn all that stuff?” he asked her while he went for the drawer on his left, where he seemed to keep a stack of medical supplies.

She chuckled. “I’ve been obsessed with the human body since childhood. I wanted a skeleton for my fourth birthday so I could learn all the bones.”

“Why not go to med school then?” And he handed her some bandages and a sterile pad.

“Because med school is expensive and requires discipline, something I lack.”

Saying it out loud is awful.

Medical school, being a doctor, or a surgeon, was actually, aside from being valued and cherished, her deepest wish. Whenever she thought of being a surgeon, whenever she talked to Kai, it gave her thrilling goosebumps, but also pinched her. Because she would never have it. It was a broken dream.

“You only need discipline for the things you hate,” he told her with a smile.

His words made her stop wrapping her thigh. She could only stare at him, completely flabbergasted.

She had never thought about it that way, but hearing it, it made so much sense. Whatever she set her mind on – what gave her the dopamine kick – worked. At least for a while, until it became boring. But some things came to her so easily. Like learning about the human body.

“Still, no money.” And she let her gaze wander to stare outside, watching the orange sky become a bright pink.

Another night. Another day.

“That is something that can be changed.”

“Easy to say if you live in Billionaire’s Row.”

What does he think I’ve been trying my whole life? It’s just some are blessed and have discipline, and some don’t.

“Wasn’t always like this, Em.”

“Money like this usually doesn’t come from hard work, more from being born in certain circles and luck.”

“Yes and no. It comes from smart work. From seeing potential, from being strategic, from connections, and from knowing a person’s deepest desire and giving it to them, and using knowledge as much as the greed of others against them.”

“Knowing a person’s deepest desire and giving it to them,” his words resounded in her head.

And when they had sunk in, her eyes flashed back to him.

So that is what he does. Finding out everything about a person, giving them what they want, and then exploiting them while using the DeBarra’s greed against them?

And there it was again, the voice of caution, telling her to be careful, not to trust.

Is he doing the same with me? Finding out everything and then manipulating me into whatever it is he wants from me?

“In other words, you gather information, exploit others through knowledge, and use it for your gain?”

“To some degree, yes,” came his brutally honest answer. “But you must see that those people gain something, too. You must have in mind that most people want to be told what to do, they want the easy way, they want to be part of a running system where they have just enough for life to be easier, but not good.”

Silence.

“Most people want to suffer and get an easy fix,” he continued. “They don’t want to do the inner work. They want to pay for someone else to solve their problems. Because it’s easy. Humans always go for the easy.”

Thinking about it, most people wanted the easy way; she probably wanted to be one of them. She wanted to be told what to do, and in the meantime, she could not cope with it. Life sounded so much easier there. And yet, she lived outside of easy for so long, probably forever. Because she did not play by the rules. She did not let people tell her what to do, which is one reason why she always got herself fired. She did not say yes and amen to stupid assignments where there was no sense in them. She did not fit into the systems other people built.

And then something clicked.

“That’s why I piqued your interest because I saw right through it.”

“Partly.”

“You know, that was actually the third straight answer you gave me,” she told him with a smirk.

“Because you ask the right questions.”

She finally finished wrapping her leg. “As good as new,” she said as she pulled down the leg of her soft fabric pants.

A deep sigh left her mouth. “I don’t want to leave this room, Deis.” And as he cocked an eyebrow at her, she added, “Right now, right here, none of my problems exist; it’s like I am hovering in a loophole of time, where the world around me stopped while I am awake. When I leave, it will all come back, it’ll all become reality again.”

“That’s just bypassing reality. Problems exist to be solved. And I am very much positive, there is not a single problem that can’t be solved.”

A barking, derogatory laugh slipped from her mouth. “Like I said, easy to say if you live in billionaires’ row.”

“Your righteousness is killing you, ma belle. That’s your only problem.”

What an asshole thing to say.

“My righteousness is basic human decency.”

“No. You tell yourself as much to justify your behavior, to justify sacrificing yourself to do good by others in a morally accepted way. But behind all that is just a need to be accepted, to be acknowledged, to fit in.”

His words and the heaviness of their content almost felt as if he had stabbed her in the chest. He shattered her whole belief system into pieces with only two sentences, leaving her with nothing but raw and painful realizations, eating her from the inside.

“But where would we stand as a society if we didn’t fight for a better world? Take care of each other? Take care so people get paid and treated fairly? Fight for the poor and marginalized?”

“Most do it out of misplaced saviorism, totally about themselves, because they want to feel better. They help out for one sole reason, and that is the personal gain they get from it. And then they lie about it.”

Something in her screamed how right he was, with all of it. How many people did she know who did some sort of charity work, help people? Most of it was because they wanted to feel better, for the good PR, or whatever.

“Look at Delilah, her conglomerate exploits and kills people, pushes child labor, and doesn’t give a fuck about other people’s lives, and yet, there she is, doing fundraisers and charity work, positioning herself as the saint bringing food to the poor and hungry. People who are hungry and poor are so because they were starved and exploited beforehand. She is using morals for her own gain and then lies the shit out of it.”

“You don’t,” she whispered.

“No.”

“But if everyone would just do as they wanted, if we don’t take care of each other as a collective, where would it lead us?”

“In our Western culture, the collective is long lost. It’s survival of the fittest.”

“No, I do not accept that, Deis. It sounds like giving up, but just because you were disappointed by others or because you learned that there is no community for you, does not mean it is lost forever.”

The way he looked at her was peculiar. His eyes had become slits while he tilted his head, considering her with curiosity.

“I just know how things work in our society. It is built on greed, and we are the sinners.”

“I still have hope for a better humanity.”

“Then, my dear Emma, you are a fool. Humanity does not want to be saved; they want to consume and feel partially good until they vanish from the earth one day.”

She put her hand on his arm. There was so much disappointment in his voice as he shot at her.

“Why are you so afraid of hope, Deis? Aren’t you the one preaching the very same?”

“I’m not afraid.”

But she didn’t believe him for a word. She could see it in his eyes, sense it.

“What happened to you?”

It was the very same question he had asked her. Because he knew back then and never dared to say. The way his eyes flashed at her; she knew it to be right. She could feel the tension between them rise. He wasn’t one to be vulnerable. For all she knew, he’d never let anyone in, nor see the real him.

“It was your first loss, wasn’t it?” she asked.

He just stared at her.

And as he still did not answer, she said, “I think you long for connection, for being seen, just as much as I do. Because you were never accepted. You tell people what they want to hear, so they follow you because it allows you to have controlled connections.” His stare grew so intense, pushing her further, daring her to speak of what he tried to hide for his own safety. “You play, you joke, you control, you manipulate out of a sole reason: to protect yourself from feeling loss. Not caring about others keeps you alive. That’s why I unravel you. Because you care. And it fears you.”

His eyes glared at her; she could literally see the calculations rush through his mind. He was scared. Scared of being seen, of her knowing, of seeing too much.

“You don’t have a conscience.”

“No, I don’t,” he affirmed.

“But it does not protect you from wanting what you want.”

“And what is it I want?”

And there it was, the elephant in the room, almost freezing the air between them.

He was a strategic, calculating manipulator. 

Without a conscience, he only focused on his gain.

He knew exactly how to use empathy to manipulate people.

The dark triad united in one, and she finally saw its rawness.

The most dangerous of them all.

And against all her righteousness, against all she ever told herself to be right or wrong, she had fallen for him.

“Being loved, Deis. Being loved for who and what you are. Without the need to mask, to conceal who you really are.”

He did not answer her. The flicker shimmering through his eyes for just a fraction of a second told her everything. She could feel she was right.

There she sat with him, covered in blood, in his megalomaniac penthouse, one of the wealthy and rich she so hated. And she had no illusion he would ever change; a man like him does not change. Nor did she want him to, and that, of all the things, frightened her the most.

“Deis, why did you go after Gamma? You don’t care about morals. Nor the public. You care about gain. So, what is your personal agenda?”

“So many questions.” And his answer made her groan.

“Deis. I need to know.”

He smirked. And then his palm wandered to her face, his thumb slowly caressing over her cheek. He took his time until he spoke. His words were carefully chosen.

“Honesty above all, ma belle.”

Everything in her froze. It was the second time he used those exact words. Only this time, the way he said it, the way he emphasized it – her heart hammered against her chest, so fast as if it believed there would not be a tomorrow.

Oh. My. Gods.

“H-How?” she breathed out with her shattered breath and stumbling heart.

But her mind had already zoomed out; her hands trembled as images from the past flooded her consciousness, swirling memories back to her like a hurricane before her inner eye.

Memories that were only fragments and blurry visions stored somewhere deep down in a hidden trunk in her mind, deeper like the depths of the oceans.

[image: ]


“I know what you did, Father. And you will pay for it.”

“Please, dear, it was a mistake, nothing of the sort happened, you’re watching too many movies.”

“Liar.”

“You are sick, baby girl, please, put the damn gun down. Your mind is not right.”

“My mind is perfectly fine. You made me take those meds, you made me believe I’m sick, but I’m not. You drugged me. You lied to me. You used me. You took me.”

“Emma, please, this is your obsession speaking.”

“It is not, because I have proof.” And her past self threw a folder into his father’s lap. “Everything’s in there. What you told the doctors, what they advised, what they diagnosed, the payments, and—’ her voice almost inhumane with all the derogatory words she could have. “And photos of what you did to me.”

Her father’s eyes became blank and empty as he took the file, turning the pages. “Where did you get that?”

“It does not matter; what matters is that I got it, and I got off the meds. Now, any last words?”

“Emma.” A shudder ran over her back; it was the way he said her name. “Please be reasonable, I’m family. Family above all.”

“You are no family. You are a rapist, an abuser, a pathological liar. Family means nothing to me. I value only one thing, the one thing you lack.”

And then a loud bang echoed through the room. She didn’t even flinch. There was no remorse or feeling at all. And when her father’s body fell to the floor, blood running, leaking heavily onto the ground, she stared one last time into his lifeless eyes.

“Honesty above all, Father. May you burn in hell.”
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That night, in the small town in Michigan she had called home back then, had been the most defining and yet freeing of her life. It was the day she broke free. And now she finally understood.

Oh. My. Fucking. Gods.

“It was you. You gave me the folder.”
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DEIS & EMMA
PLAYLIST: KINGS IN YOUR CASTLES – STOMPER FEAT. JULES TEREA


Deis

It was time.

It was time for her to know.

It was time for his last and final move.

“Yes. I watched. For years. Your father was not a simple con artist. He was a master of disguise and one of the most ruthless, most violent men walking this earth. Secretly employed by none other than Richard DeBarra, CEO of Gamma Industries.”

“But why? Why me?”

“Because I followed him. I wanted revenge. And believe me, if you hadn’t done it, I would’ve.”

“So, you’re telling me that you already went after Gamma twelve years ago?”

“I went after Richard since the day of my seventh birthday.”

“What happened on that day?”

“That day was the day your father slaughtered my family and killed me afterward.”

The day everything changed.

The day he lost everything.

The day he swore himself to hunt them down—all of them.

And just for a moment, his mind wandered back to the 2nd of May 1998.
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“Give me that ring, Sol, or heaven forbid, I’ll kill all of you!” he heard Derrick Richardson shout into his mother’s ears, a gun pressed into her temple.

“I’d rather die,” said his mother so quietly.

“I’ll slaughter the lot, right in front of your eyes. I’ll rip out their limbs piece by piece, cut out their eyes, and skin them alive. Give it to me, now.”

“It won’t be of use to you. You can kill us all, skin us, rip us apart, but the ring will never be of use to you. Never.”
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He admired his mother so much. She had been the strongest of women. She was the single person who had ever understood his nature, nurtured him, and let him be as he was, judgment-free. That day, he couldn’t feel his younger brother’s pain, he couldn’t feel his mother’s pain, but the pain of being ripped off what was his treasure. And that day, he swore to bring this man down as a legacy to his family.

“But how are you here?” Emma asked, absolutely confused.

He pulled aside his shirt, showing her the scars on his chest from where three bullets had hit him. Her hands wandered to his chest. Her fingers stroked so beautifully over them and the burned skin on his chest that it made him kind of aroused.

“Your father shot me three times and set the house on fire afterward. What he didn’t know was that my father did not work alone. He had a partner, and he pulled me out of the flames. Since then, he became my patron and my most trusted advisor, united by our goal, revenge.”

“Sam.”

Witty as ever, ma belle.

“Yes.”

“You were shot three times and survived.”

“Yes, three times. That number has been leading me since that day.”

Her eyes flashed from his chest up to his eyes.

“It is what?”

“Numbers, they guide you.”

“That’s bullshit.”

“Believe me, it is not. This number has led me everywhere, Em. Everywhere. I just had to follow the numbers.”

She stared at him incredulously, and when she spoke, it was almost with fear in her voice, “I’ve seen the number three everywhere lately. It was first on Cat’s dress the night at Stones. Then in your car, the notifications, the time, everywhere.”

“It was guiding you, too.”

“Numbers don’t guide.”

So rational, love.

“But you followed the numbers, too. And look where they led you.”

“To you.”

“Yes,” he breathed out.

Exactly as you were supposed to be.

His master plan was finally playing out in front of him.

“You didn’t answer my question.”

Clever, clever girl to not let me off the hook.

“No, I did not.”

“Since when did you go after Gamma?”

“Since August 8th, 2011.”

“The day I killed my father,” she whispered.

He watched her eyes refocus while she connected all the dots. He had given her the last missing piece to connect everything. It was the piece that gave her access to his kingdom. For reasons he could not name, it made his hands sweaty and let the hair on his arms stand up.

“You did it for me,” she said with realization.

“Yes.”

She closed her eyes for a moment and leaned her head back.

“But why me?”

There it was, finally, the moment he’d waited for more than a decade.

“Because I am obsessed with you.”
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Emma

Because I am obsessed with you.

It was the weirdest feeling she had ever had in her life.

It was arousal and yet fear.

It was curiosity and yet cautiousness.

It was longing and yet aversion.

There was this man, successful beyond anything, violent, without much of a moral compass, who did very bad things. A textbook-dark empath walking this planet with his psychopathic and narcissistic tendencies, he was one, if not all of the dark triad in one. And she was safe to say, he was, in his own weird way, completely and absolutely in love with her. Not that he would ever use those words, because it wasn’t something he understood, but on an obsessive, possessive, consuming level, he lived for her.

“Let go of your righteousness, ma belle,” he whispered full of longing, while he brushed back some of her hair with his hand.

She could not. It was not right.

“Your righteousness protects you from going over the edge, from losing control, but it also keeps you from truly being yourself. It keeps you caged and in pain. It is time to allow yourself to be free. Liberate yourself, ma belle.”

“No–”

“Yes, Emma. Look at you, preaching to me about morals, while you put a bullet in your father’s heart and even removed it before you burned your own home to the ground.”

She had to swallow hard.

“But after everything he did to me–”

“You could’ve given him to the police. I handed everything to you; if you would put the same righteous standard on you as you put on me for Carl and everything else, your father, as much as Carl, would be rotting in a dung hole right now, yet you didn’t. You decided on cold-blooded revenge. You wanted them to pay. You pulled the trigger. I only ended things with Carl.”

He was right. And it frightened her to the bone that he truly saw her.

“You lie, you run, you avoid, while you hate it in others. You are trying so desperately to fit in. But you’ll never. Because you are different. Acknowledge it.”

I can’t. I fucking can’t. If I do, everything will fall apart. Everything.

“You and I,” he said so silently, so dark, “are the same, Emma. That is why I let you in. That is why I needed the files, the markers. I had to observe. It is what piqued my interest, it is what draws me to you because we are alike.”

Goosebumps spread over her entire body.

“You truly understand who I am,” he continued with a voice that was filled with longing and knowing. “And you are no prey because you are a hunter yourself. It’s not a power play with you; it’s eye level. You don’t see me for the masks I have nor for the broken goods others declared me, but for me. The true me. The raw version of pure existence in its essence. And somewhere along the way, you decided that I am your king, your equal, worthy of your love. It frees me, it uplifts me, and yes, Emma, it scares me to the bone.”

Hearing it out loud, something in her just snapped. She couldn’t deny it any longer. It was as if a part of her finally broke free. To him, the man who designated twelve years of his life to her, she wasn’t the broken one. She was his equal. His queen. And a wide, dark smile appeared on her face. One, she could not suppress, not that she wanted.

“Now that we have established that,” he said, with a similar smile on his face, “come, we have a reputation to restore.” And he pulled her up.

When she stood, it was a bit wobbly, but she caught herself.

“No.”

It made him groan. Her adrenaline was pumping through her as she let the thrill-seeking part of her run free.

“Can’t you, for once, do as I say?” he asked, totally annoyed.

“Only if I want to. And right now, I don’t.” Because no way in hell would the part release her back down. Right now, she needed to express herself. She needed to finally, unapologetically, be herself.

With force, she pushed him back against the window front, which resulted in a dull, thrilling thud. His eyes burned for it like fire. It was exactly what he wanted.

She then tilted her head and let her tongue slide over his neck. She tasted him, taking a page out of his playbook. He shuddered from it, and it pushed her even further. She let her tongue trail all the way up to his ear, and when she reached it, she bit into his earlobe. Hard. His gasp made her core prickle in sweet anticipation.

“Mhhmmm,” she whispered into his ear. “Right now, I’d like to fuck.”

She would claim what was hers because, no, she was no prey. She was a hunter herself. And it was glorious watching him melt into her dominance. Because a real queen took what she wanted. A real queen owned her king as much as he owned her.

She opened the buttons on his shirt and scratched with her nails over his skin. He gasped from the sensation, not breaking the gaze into her eyes. She let her right hand wander down to his hard cock. When her hand enclosed it, it was all she needed to feel. She knew what she wanted, and right now, for the first time in her life, she wasn’t afraid to take it.

“I was thinking of you when I was fucking myself with the vibrator,” she breathed into his ear as her hand massaged his cock with a playful mixture of rhythm and pressure. “I was thinking of you fucking my mouth.”

He only groaned while his hands wandered up her body.

“I want you to do it again,” she said, “and when you fucked my mouth, you will fuck all my other holes until my core shatters.”

She had no idea where those words came from. Never had she spoken so filthily to anyone. But the fire lit in his eyes was all the praise she needed right now.

Deis gripped her, whirled her round so he now pushed her hard with her back into the glass window, and for a fraction of a second, exhilarating fear shuddered through her as there was only that thin, vibrating glass separating them from falling into the depths of the awakening city dipped in orang form the beautiful winter day ahead.

His hands wandered under her hoodie, and he pushed it off her body with one swift move. His soft, strong, and defined hands on her skin felt so unbelievably good. Normally, she would’ve felt unworthy. Even disgusting. Normally, she would never have shown her body in full light without feeling uncomfortable. With him, right now, everything was different. With him, she was a wild cat finally freed from her cage. And that feeling roared like a lioness in her chest.

“Mhhhm. So beautiful,” he whispered while his hands stroked over the cuts and dried blood on her arms, trailing up to her shoulder, down over her breast, and to her waist, where he opened her pants, which slid down onto the marble floor, soft and silently like silk.

And then one of his hands shot up and grasped her around the throat.

“Kneel.”

He pushed her down by the throat, and she knew her thigh should hurt, but the sweetening cocktail of adrenaline and arousal in her system drugged her. And while he then freed his cock, she stared into those eyes with the depth of the ocean, consumed by their beauty, consumed by the want, the need, unraveling in her.

His palms wandered to the sides of her face; his touch was magnificent. The arousal in her was exploding. The heat in her core was engulfing. And without another thought, she opened her mouth. Her king’s crown entered her, and it made her roll her hips from the arousal it produced in her. It took one thrust from him, a single deep push, and feral lust took over. She needed him to fuck her mouth, to fuck all of her existence into oblivion. She needed him to take her, have her, break her. Because for the first time, she met a man who knew how to fuck her holes as much as her mind and soul.

With his next thrust, he held her head steady and pushed so hard against her throat until she relaxed and let him slide in as deep as his length would go. Her throat burned like hell from his girth and valiant pushes, but the way he stared into her eyes let her forget about all of it. There were no spoken words needed; she saw them all in his eyes.

As her vision became blurry from the missing air, he pulled back, let her gasp for air for two breaths, before he held her head steady again and fucked her mouth, fast, hard, shattering her throat into a million pieces of pain and arousal.

So unbelievably good.

His moans mixed with his heavy breaths, and she could feel his cock starting to pulsate.

Please fill my mouth with your cum.

He deep-throated her once again, and when air became scarce, he kept her face prisoner between his hands with a strong, pressuring grip.

“Tell me, to whom do you belong?”

In her gasping for air, she pierced him with her eyes and said, “You, Deis. I’m yours.”

And the moment she had said it, he thrust into her again, so hard tears streamed from her cheeks, and then he exploded in her.

His taste: exceptional.

The look in his eyes: carnal.

The feeling in her chest: earth-shattering pride and lust.

A small grin tugged the corner of his mouth, and then he pulled her up, pushing her back into the glass window. His lips found hers, and he entered her mouth fiercely with his tongue.

“Such a beautiful mouth,” he whispered against her lips before his tongue demanded entry into her mouth again. And she would let him, embracing him with arousal. She wanted him—wanted to be taken. Right here and now.

One of his hands wandered down between her thighs.

“Oh Em,” he moaned. “So wet. You really love to suck cock, don’t you?”

“I do,” she breathed out as he started to rub her clit with such an enthralling rhythm and a consuming playfulness to it.

“Tell me, what do you want me to do?”

Normally, she would’ve blushed and tried to transform into non-existent. But instead, the arousal in her spoke, the lioness finally being allowed out of her cage and into the wilderness.

“Fuck me.”

And the moment she had said it, he removed his hand and spun her round, so she almost smashed face forward into the glass if she hadn’t been able to catch herself.

He pulled down her panties, and it took him not two seconds to open her bra. His hands then wandered around her, one massaging her breast and the other going down to her clit again, while his whole body pressed into her. His cock, already hard again, was pressing against her bottom.

There she stood, Manhattan to her feet, while Deis breathed hot air against her neck, accompanied by little bites trailing over it.

“You are mine, my queen, mine to please and mine to use.”

And then for a moment, everything in her melted in the suspense of his consuming words.

Damn, why do people go for ‘I love you’ when they could hear and say this?

Everything went blank. Blank from the sensation his hand made, wandering around her, grasping her throat, and pulling her upper body against his chest. Blank from the exploding sensation she felt as his crown demanded entry to her. She had imagined how it would feel, but nothing she could have ever imagined compared to the sensation his cock made her feel when he finally pushed into her.

It was heaven and hell.

It was a consuming fire and raging water.

It was shattering and elevating.

“Do you feel that, ma belle?” he whispered against her ear, while he started to thrust harder and yet so deliberately and slowly into her that his cock filled all of her. “Do you feel how hard you make me? How much I want you? You are perfection. All of you. And all of you is mine.”

His words made her insides melt into his existence; yes, she was his. She was made for him, and he made for her. Never had she felt anything like it. His cock fit so perfectly into her, filling her, pushing all the right buttons.

Moans left her throat. Moans she had no control over anymore. The lioness had taken over. And when he let go of her throat and pushed her upper body back into the window to take her by the waist, he truly fucked her. His cock smashed into her, relentless with a force that might just break her, and it shattered all her insides to a point of pain – and it was exactly what she wanted. It was what thrilled her. He would not let her get away; he would just take her and have his way with her.

After many more thrusts, the buildup in her almost ripped her apart. And then he slowed down, one of his hands gripping her hair. He slung it into a ponytail around his hand and arm and pulled her head back forcefully. His thrusts were now slower as he exited her fully, only to enter her with one deep, hard thrust, so deliberately that he wanted her to feel all of it. The smacking of their skin onto each other with each hard thrust echoed through the room like a cannon blast, and surely everyone in the penthouse would hear them, but hell, did she not care?

A deep, overwhelming pleasure built in her as he slid out fully and back in. The feeling requested release. And as her moans became screams, he held himself deep in her, pushing against her very core, pulled her up by the hair, and bit into her neck hard.

Ouch! But damn good.

“Not just yet, ma belle, you’ll beg me for it first,” he whispered.

Gods, this man.

These words alone almost made her come all over the place, and little vibrations pulsated through her core.

“Touch yourself.”

And without thinking, her hand went down to her already swollen clit, every sensation heightened.

“More.”

I need to fucking come.

And she started to rub her clit more fiercely while he thrusted into her again, faster now, yet with such control. He wanted her to feel every last bit of it.

“Spank your clit.”

It was the weirdest order she had ever gotten, but what did it matter? She’d just do what he said, for now at least. The sensation of it was beyond anything. And as if all these explosions weren’t enough, he felt his thumb first massaging and entering her butt.

Damn!

Everything in her screamed for a release. She needed to let the fire pulsating through her get out; it might burn her alive.

“Deis, I need to come,” she moaned out.

“Beg and say please.”

“Deis, please, may I come?”

“Yes, ma belle, come for me.” And while fireworks exploded in her, he pulled her back until his mouth was at her ear. “And then I’ll fuck the last of your holes until you cry and beg me to stop, only I won’t.”

If not before, an earth-shattering explosion destroyed her insides like a hurricane. She floated in a different universe as he slung his hands around her and held her tight, riding through the waves of her orgasm with her.

No one had ever made her come, except herself, and now him. For the first time, she could just exist. No more thoughts. No more problems. It was just him and her. All her muscles ached, tense like steel from what her body had just experienced, while all she wanted was to melt and collapse into his touch.

Only he wasn’t done just yet.

And when he pulled out, she shuddered only from one single movement. But what was about to happen next was beyond anything she had ever felt. His hot, almost burning crown pushed against her butt. It was uncomfortable, but her body didn’t care. Her body screamed for him to fuck her ass.

“Relax, or it’ll hurt a lot more.”

Not that I care.

Spit ran down her ass. Not that it was needed, she was so wet, she could feel her folds smack just from being moved as a sidekick, so his cock must be dripping from her juices.

And then, he pushed into her. It felt as if her butt would rip apart, and part of her tried to move away, but his hands, now both slung tight around her again, held her steady. There was no escaping. With small thrusts, he started to widen her, until there was a moment where arousal shot like lightning through her. It was the moment her butt took him in completely. The sensation of it was beyond what she had ever imagined. A loud moan came out of her mouth.

“Gods, Deis!”

“Yes, ma belle, that’s what I want to hear.”

He fucked her as no one had ever fucked her before. One of his arms wandered around her throat and pressed her into a chokehold while his cock hammered into her butt so hard it made tears stream from her eyes. His other hand wandered down to her swollen and overstimulated clit. It was one touch, one clap with his hand, and electric shocks ran through her body. A part of her wanted to flee from the pain, from the feeling of being used. But there was something in her, so carnal—so high by him consuming her, that made her melt into whatever he’d do with her. Her breathing was erratic from lust and lesser, and lesser, and lesser air, up to a point where her whole skin began to prickle while her vision became blurry.

And while he rubbed her clit so fiercely with his other hand, a pulsating arousal grew in her in this distorted reality, where everything spun around her. His moans behind her became deep groans, and it was the sexiest noise she had ever heard.

“You are such a good girl, taking me like a real queen, letting me use you to please you and me.”

His words reached her, but she couldn’t process them anymore. She was caught up in an endless hurricane of lust. Her body became so heavy that she didn’t know how to stand anymore, while everything in her seemed to become lighter. Even weightless.

And just when she was about to collapse, he removed his hands and slung them back around her middle to catch her.

“Come for me, now.”

And damn, how she came. He only needed to order it, and her core clenched as he thrust one, two, three more times in the waves of her orgasm and then exploded in her butt.

Complete and utter exhaustion spread in her as the orgasm ebbed away, and she just gave in, unable to keep herself on her own feet. She just let herself be held steady while his cock still pulsated in her. His heated breath against her neck, his fiery, hot body burning into her skin.

Her whole body prickled as she rode on a high like never before, not from any risky behavior, not from jumping down a cliff, not even from drugs.

Gods, I don’t know why people do drugs if they can have this.

“Come, shower,” he whispered and slid out of her. He did not let go of her; instead, he lifted her up and carried her into the huge walk-in shower. When she was back on her feet, he did not let go of her, one arm around her to keep her steady, pressed against his body, with his other hand, he turned on the shower.

Warm water fell like raindrops down on her. Rain was something she had loved since forever. She would lie down in the rain whenever there was a huge storm in the summer months and let it fall on her face.

As if he had heard her thought, he bent her back, so the water fell straight into her face. Never would she have let a man guide her like that, let herself be taken care of. Never would she have trusted a man to even hold her. But she did trust him. She trusted probably the most ruthless and unsafe human on the whole planet. Only to her, he was the safest she had ever felt. Because he not only took away her pain, but also quietened her mind.

His hand stroked through her wet hair. “So beautiful,” he said while his lips wandered to her neck. And then he bit her so hard she shrieked from it.

“Now it’s more beautiful.”

He grasped her head, pulled her up, and pushed her back into the wall behind her. Pain rushed through her from the impact. It was so cold without the water, and yet, it was a refreshing sensation that cleared her mind and fuzzy vision in an instant. What she saw was a little blood on his lips.

Should she be concerned? Yes, said her righteousness. The only problem was that the rest of her was aroused beyond everything.

He wiped over his lips, taking her hand and her thumb, but something in her acted without thinking. She gripped his wrist, and they both stared at the blood on it for a moment before their eyes met again. Slowly, she pulled his hand up, and when it was in front of her face, she took his thumb in her mouth and sucked it clean with the most luscious and devilish smirk in her eyes she could do.

The lioness in her wanted more, and she would take it.
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DEIS
PLAYLIST: STRANGELOVE - BLACK MATH


The moment her lips enclosed his thumb, the arousal in him grew to a level of something he hadn’t felt ever before. She should be shattered and weak; she should have all her holes stuffed, unable to take more, adding onto everything she went through this evening, and there she was, wanting more. Demanding more. And hell, he would provide. She truly was a queen.

Her mascara. So beautifully smeared into a black mess under her eyes.

When she finally let go of his thumb, he saw a little blood run from where he had just bitten her; he had to taste it again. So, he leaned down and licked over it. The metallic taste on his lips fueled the flames of lust in him. A grand finale.

Well, almost.

But he had her, and his master plan was playing out just fine. There was only one more thing to do, and that was destroying Richard entirely.

When he straightened up, she flung her arms around him, still that everlasting, all-destroying fire in her eyes.

“Fuck me,” she whispered, so feral his mind went blank within the second.

Everything you wish, love.

All the women before wanted him to dominate them, probably to solve some unresolved need in them. They wanted him to rule them, every last bit of their doings. But they were peasants compared to the queen he had found. Because a real queen took what she wanted. A real queen owned her king. A real queen knew that she held all the power by letting herself fall into him. And she did exactly that. She trusted him, and she saw herself as an equal. She truly was.

Her nails dug into the skin on his back and neck; she was marking him as hers, and it produced a beautiful pain of being hooked on him.

It was an invitation. An invitation for him to take her. He lifted her up so she could lock her legs around him. And with a quick glance from her injured leg up to her face, he checked for any signs of pain or discomfort, but there was nothing.

Shouldn’t she feel something?

But maybe she was on a complete high of adrenaline and whatever else. Just the same, when he went for a hunt, pain became less dominant, and even when wounded, he would not feel it. The pain would come later.

Slowly, he let her down a bit and pressed her against the wall, so he had a hand free to guide his cock into her. To his delight, it was she who let herself down on it, and when he had his hands back around her to lift her off the wall, she started to roll her hips in a perfect symbiosis to his movement, up to the point where he could have just let go of her and she fucked herself on his cock. She then bent back into the firm grip of his arms around her and moaned while his cock filled her deep. Watching her just getting what she wanted, watching her become all carnal, it let him moan too, fired from a deep, longing arousal in him. Never before had he allowed a woman to take control over him. She, however, held all the control over him.

“My queen,” he said so silently, more to himself than her. But her head shot up immediately, and as she leaned herself onto him a bit, she whispered in his ear, “Take me, my king, I’m yours.” And with it, she bit into his neck, her teeth sinking into the sensitive skin on his neck with the prowess of the wildcat she was, letting a shudder of lust pulsate through his veins. 

His mind was blank. The moment her words reached him, there wasn’t anything left to think about, only feral instinct taking over as he thrust into her fast and deep and hard until her moans became cries of pain. His whole body and soul were possessed by her. Drunken from her intoxication. High from her mere existence.

“I’m yours.”

I got her.

She is mine.

Mine.

All those years of plotting and waiting finally paid off. Triumph washed over him. A consuming wave rushing through his body with an euphoric tingling replacing all the heaviness with blissful joy. Joy he could only feel in the very moment of triumph. Joy that demanded an exuberant release.

“Come for me again,” he told Emma as her burning hot core pulsated around his cock.

And she, of course, did. Oh, how she did. Her whole body bent back while one last loud cry left her, tears running down her face, and it took him two more thrusts to explode in her. His body released all the sensations and emotions with a magnificent explosion of relief. For a moment, there was no winning, no calculating, no strategies. Just him and her. United in lust and pure existence.

With her, he did not need to win.

With her, he did not need to prove.

With her, he could just be in his darkness.

When she leaned forward again, he let her slide down, checking to see if she was steady enough. Only she had other plans. He could not believe his eyes when he saw her sink to her knees, open her mouth and lick his and her juices from his half-hard cock, while her eyes didn’t let go of his.

Like I said, perfection.

“Deis,” she said when she was done. “I …um…can’t get back up.”

And the moment she said it, they both started to laugh. It was weightless, something he had never felt before in his life. Everything was, to an extent, heavy. He always needed to hold on to his masks and strategies, always overlook the whole plan, rearrange actions, and recalculate. There always was an ulterior motive, a goal to achieve. Not today. Not with her anymore. She was his, and there was nothing he had to calculate anymore.

He glanced down at her. She now smiled up at him so sweetly that it would be perfect to fuck her mouth now that she couldn’t get away. But they had to get back to Julie and the team eventually. Glancing at his watch, he saw they’d fucked for almost three hours.

So, he just lifted her up, pulled her into his arms, and kissed her. Her mouth still tasted like their juices; in other words, it was absolutely amazing.

“As much as I’d love to fuck you into oblivion all day, we should get back to the war room.”
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: GOD OF A GIRL – GEORGI KAY


Holy crap shit. Whatever just happened, she had never, ever, had sex like this before. Not even in her fantasies. She had never taken control of a man, nor used him for her pleasure. It was an exhilarating rush of power. And he, of all people, had let her. He even got off on it. Whatever high she was on with him, it ebbed away the moment he mentioned the war room.

Now that her mind realized what they had just done, a heavy stone appeared in her stomach, spreading a wave of regret and mortification through her while everything in her seemed to hurt like shit, especially her leg.

“We should. Only they’ll all know.”

“They’ll know, and they’ll see,” chuckled Deis. “Not that I care.”

“But I do. What are they going to think of me?” she asked while stepping back under the water and getting herself cleaned up.

“They won’t think anything. You are my queen.”

“Sure, they got that memo? What if they think I’m just one of your hunted damsels in distress?”

“They know you are not, believe me.”

And as the hot water ran down her face and body, her mind started to work again, thoughts racing through her mind like a herd of buffalo.

Deis saw me kill my father. My father killed his family, and he almost killed himself, too. Fucking crap shit.

My father was Richard DeBarra’s hitman.

Why the hell did I never know?

Deis’ hands wandered around her and moved her from under the rain shower, and she could feel the awesome sensation of shower gel transforming into foam on her body. His hands trailing over her, to her small curves, over her breasts, her arms, and he even kneeled down to wash her legs and feet. He only spared the wounds.

When she was covered in foam, he came back up and grasped her face, kissing her so sweetly, so softly, and so sensibly. With the melting touch of his lips, she closed her eyes. Just for this moment, it was as if they had done it forever, and this was just a typical evening. Too good to be true. Like a dream, and she would wake up in a minute.

Only it wasn’t. And when he pushed her back under the water to let her rinse clean, their kiss ended, and she had to face reality, dream or no dream.

As they got out of the shower, he got her a towel and wrapped her in it.

“You know, I can do that by myself, yes?”

“I do, but you need to learn that I take care of you.”

A big chunk of her wanted to protest; she was, after all, independent. And then there was the part that longed her whole life to be taken care of, for letting herself fall into the touch and presence of a man.

All wrapped up, she went over to the mirror.

Holy shit. They will so know.

Bite marks and the wound on her neck jumped at her, her arms still showing glowing red lines where she cut them. He stood behind her, with bite marks from her on his neck. And for a moment, it was the weirdest thing, and she had to snigger.

“What’s so funny?”

“The traces of our activities.”

“As I said, they’ll know.”

“But Julie⁠—”

“Julie will be fine, there’s so much more to her than you might guess.”

“You do your background checks, don’t you?”

“Naturally.”

“Now, let’s rewrap your leg and let’s get back to the war room.”

He took another bandage and kneeled in front of her, re-wrapping her leg. When he was done, he glanced up at her. The way he did it made goosebumps prick her skin immediately.

“Fuck war room,” he cursed out, and his hand wandered up to her clit. Instant arousal fired through her.

With his other hand, he pulled the towel off her, only to let his hand glide over her thigh to her hip and up to her abdomen. There, he gripped and pushed her back, so she leaned against the marble surface with the basins next to her.

“Spread your legs.”

When she did, he rested himself kneeling between them, his hand rubbing her overstimulated and aching clit, yet it aroused her beyond. She knew what she had gotten herself into; now she would feel every last extent of it. And, hell, she wanted all of it.

He leaned towards her and kissed her pubic, sinking his nose and lips into her hair there. Just for a second, her cheeks blushed; pubic hair was still something she was insecure about. She shaved the hair on her labia, but let it grow in a triangle on her pubic. Chris was one of these men who hated hair down there, and she had obeyed him, but they hadn’t had sex for a very long time because she didn’t feel like it, so she just did what she wanted. Deis, however, seemed to love it.

She rolled her hip a bit up so he could reach her clit more easily, as he had stretched out his tongue to lick her clit in circles, while his hand caressed her labia. The way he did it, she felt so wanted, like never before. He had even closed his eyes doing it. He tasted her. Truly consumed her. And it was so satisfying not only to feel the prickling sensation he produced in her but also to watch it. He was the last man he expected to go down on her, literally kneeling for her.

“You taste extraordinary,” he said. With it, he entered her with two fingers and fucked her with them. His tongue drew rhythmical circles, interrupted by vicious sucks.

And in her, her inner volcano began to erupt again. She had to roll her hips into the magic he unfolded on her down there, so she gripped the marble behind her and let her head fall back.

He then kissed her from her clit to her thigh up to her breasts. With the tip of his tongue, he circled around the nipple of her right breast, only to bite into it hard.

“Ouch!” It hurt so much; she couldn’t take it in silence. As the pain ebbed, the arousal it produced in her was beyond anything else.

She saw him smile devilishly against her chest just before he straightened up, gripped her thighs, and pushed her onto the cold marble surface between the basins. His hard cock was already waiting for her. He pushed her legs up on his arms and then thrusted into her—everything in her exploded. From this position, he touched a point in her so sensitive and aching body, it made her tense and melt at the same time. Arousing energy built up in her while he thrusted hard and fast in her, every thrust accompanied by a loud smack when their skin met.

His cock was in so deep that it almost shattered her core into pieces, making her scream out with every thrust. It made her try to move away from him, but he held her steady, even pulling her onto him.

“There’s no escaping. Stop trying to get away. I told you, I will break you, and you will take it.”

Gods, it was so hot.

She leaned back against the mirror, supporting herself with her hands a bit to the sides behind her, and whatever overcame her was a big mistake.

“Is that all you have?” she breathed out, teasing him.

A malevolent expression rushed over his face.

“No, ma belle, this is just the beginning.”

He flipped her legs up onto his shoulders and slung both of his arms around them, fucking her even harder. It was an angle hitting her very existence with such force that it was unbelievable, almost unbearable to the point of breaking. There was no escape.

Every thrust made her scream louder; she could not stand it any longer. Unable to say if it was arousal or pain, she had to release what he did to her.

“Come for me, queen.”

Fireworks exploded in her again as his words resounded in her. All she wanted was for him to come into her, but he did not. Instead, he thrust into her further, not slowing down.

“You will come for me again. You will take all of it, do you understand?”

Whatever it was about his words, in her delirium of pleasure and pain, she couldn’t help but feel the arousal in her build up again. Words did not work with her anymore, so she only nodded, tears streaming down her face from the pain every one of his thrusts inflicted on her.

“Good, now take my cock like the good girl you are.”

Loud moans and half-screams left her, while he relentlessly thrusted in her. The room had become a distorted reality; the whole world had disappeared. There was only one real thing anymore, and that was his cock in her. Hammering into her like a machine, destroying her from the inside.

“Deis, it hurts!”

“Good,” he growled at her.

All her limbs trembled, but he did not stop. He did not let go nor release her.

“Such a lovely piece to fuck you are, I’ll have you every day for the rest of your life, and you will please me and take it as my queen.” And while he kept one arm slung around her legs, his left hand wandered to her throat.

“Deis, I can’t⁠—”

“Yes, you can. You will take it until your very last breath, do you hear me?” And his hand grasped around her throat, so hard she couldn’t breathe anymore.

There it was—the darkness in him, the control slipping from his fingers. And it was exactly what she wanted. She wanted him to lose control because it made her feel alive. And her vision became blurry once more; in her built the thrilling rush of being alive, of sensing everything, and yet nothing, as he exploded in her like an orgasm of pure exhilarating lust.

He moaned, almost screamed as he came with a vibrant growl, and with it, he let go of her throat.

Air. Breathing. Surviving. Damn, the rush of it was grandiose.

He let down her legs, and she could feel him brush over her skin; only her skin felt like a thousand needles pinched into her as if she were a human pincushion. She had no idea where up or down, left or right was. Everything spun. Only his touch grounded her. He grounded her, like, on the very first day she had met him at Stone’s.

His hands gripped her and pulled her panting, heated existence into his arms, holding her strong and steady. She would’ve collapsed otherwise.

“You are perfection, ma belle. And I’ll tell you that every day until you can see it yourself, and afterward just to see you smile,” he whispered.

Yes, please.

“Because,” he added, “your smile opens the universe I want to reside in for the rest of my existence on this earth and all of eternity.”

His words melted her to the point of vaporizing.

It took her quite a moment to stand on her own and become aware of who and what she was.

Deis went wherever and got some clothes, which he used to dress her.

“They’ll so know,” she said with a sigh, scrutinizing herself again in the mirror. She now wore an oversized shirt of his, which looked quite sexy on her, at least that’s what her still high self told her while she glanced in the mirror.

“I don’t care. You’re mine. Nothing else matters.”

When they entered the war room three minutes later, Deis almost had to drag her in, as everything in her was reluctant. She didn’t want to see the shitshow going on online again. And she didn’t want to be judged.

Five pairs of eyes stared at them.

Wonderful, exactly what I meant.

Julie’s eyes wandered from the clothes to her neck, over her wet hair, to her eyes. But when their eyes met, a smug grin appeared on Julie’s face.

“Glad to see you are alright.”

Funny thing to say. If only you knew…

“Of course, she is. So, what’s going on?”

It was Jaz who answered, “We’re containing what we can, but stuff snowballs a lot. But the Gamma files are starting to roll in, feds have arrived at the US HQ and are confiscating everything.”

“Can we counter-engineer the snowballing?”

“We’re on it. But the sheer amount of fake news is hard to catch; people are discussing it. There have been half a million posts only in the last hour.”

“Deis,” said Sam. “The issue is, people don’t like to be wrong, as usual. They idolized Delilah, and now they accuse Emma of having the move against her engineered to get Delilah out of the way.”

“We need to sit that out, it will all clear up in due course, when the Feds are done with Gamma, they’ll know, until then, damage control.”

Damage control. Accusations. Feds. I’m in a movie, a dream, and when I wake up, I’ll be back in my old life.

And just when the magnitude of it seemed to overwhelm her again, as the tight knot in her throat began to grow, his hand wandered around hers.

“Nothing we can’t manage,” he whispered. “It’ll be alright soon. The best thing is not to let it get to you. People are awful, but they forget really fast. It’ll all be over next week.”

Whatever it was about his touch, his words, they somehow grounded her, vanishing the urge to run and hide. So, she took a leap of courage and leaned into him. As she looked up over her shoulder, she saw the corner of his mouth twitch into a slightly smug grin. He wanted it. He wanted her to rely on him.

“Deis, I have a suspicion,” said Jaz.

“And what would that be?”

“What if they are pushing it? If they try to contain the damage by defamation? It would explain the unexpected magnitude.”

“It would fit the story of that man mixing with the paparazzi,” thought Deis out loud. “Pull up the face shot again. I’ve seen him before. Somewhere. And did you get anything on the phone you found on Carl?”

Wait, what? They found a phone on Carl?

“There you go,” said Jaz, and an image appeared on the screen to her left. As her eyes wandered to the screen and she stared into the almost-black eyes of a hooded man, an icy shudder ran down her spine.

It can’t be. It can’t. Please let my brain be fried and haunt me with my past.

“Who is that?” she asked Deis, rounding incredulously on him, staring back and forth between him and Jaz, who stopped her summary on Carl’s phone. Something she would’ve been so interested in to hear, but right now, nothing else mattered. 

“We don’t know, he was one of the men hunting you⁠—”

Coincidence. Let it be a coincidence. A look-a-like.

“He what? I…I…it can’t⁠—”

“Emma, what is it with him? Do you know him?”

His voice had an urgent, demanding undertone, but it just could not be. She felt weak, like someone had pulled the rug under her.

“He…Deis, he is supposed to be dead.”

He just stared at her. And once again, her past was catching up to her like a storm raging over the country without shelter.

“Who is he? What’s his name?” And he almost shook her.

“Why don’t we know who that is? Why is this news to me?” he rounded with a reprimanding tone at Jaz and Ed.

But they would not know. Because no one knew.

“Emma…”
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: CAN’T PRETEND - TOM ODELL


When she woke, the scent of coffee and freshly made waffles made her dream of standing in front of Floria’s Baked Goods as a child, right around the corner where they lived. Floria had been an old lady, a retired librarian, who fulfilled her dream of having a bakery truck as she turned sixty-five. She was the loveliest and sweetest person she knew back then, and it was one of the very rare happy memories she had of her past.

So, when she opened her eyes, she somehow had the hope that her whole life had been a dream. Only it was not as she looked through her squeezed eyes into a pair of piercing ice-blue eyes.

“Good morning, ma belle.”

She closed her eyes again.

Let me sleep, please.

But he did not.

“Stella made you coffee and waffles.”

Who is Stella?

Where the hell am I?

“How are you feeling?”

“Like I’ve been run over by a truck,” she groaned at him, hiding herself from the world. She was back in reality. Like Pac-Man, stuck in the loophole of existence.

“You look just as much,” came his chuckle.

“Thanks for the flowers. What’s the time?”

“1:33 pm, Wednesday.”

So, not morning, past noon. But, whatever. 33. Fuck.

Wait a moment.

“Wednesday!” she shrieked and sat up. “Did I sleep for a whole day?”

Immediately, she regretted getting up too fast, as her mind became a bit dizzy. She tried to wrap her head around all that had happened. The press. Her Instagram. The hate mail. The filthy sex she had with Deis. And her heart immediately started pounding.

“Relax, Em. We took…or are taking care of everything.”

“But…I⁠—”

“Emma, listen to me. I am taking care of it. It is handled.”

She stared around the room and the bed she lay in. Emerald silk sheets and a magnificent view of Central Park. She was still in her clothes from the day before yesterday, but at least he didn’t undress her while she was passed out. Deis sat on the edge of the huge, king-size bed, a plate in his hand. Seeing the coffee and waffles made her stomach growl.

“Who is Stella?”

“My chef.”

Of course, you have a chef.

“Did I pass out?”

He laughed. “Pretty much, yes.”

“When?”

“After I fucked you in the shower.”

What? No. We went back–

“Just kidding. You passed out in the war room after we talked about that man following you. Blood loss and our activities might have been a bit much, but Doc was here and checked you over, he tended to your wound, you’ll be all right.”

Fuck. Still real. And Deis had a doctor who examined me without question asked while I was out.

“I—” But he interrupted her.

“Oh, we figured it out, ma belle, no worries. The only issue is that Denny Dumont is very much alive and breathing. But it is not important right–”

So, he knows it is Denny.

“You figured it out? How?” Once again, fear greeted her with a plummeting stomach.

Does he know everything? He can’t. He just can’t.

“You, my dear, need some food and liquids first, so eat, and then–”

“Deis, I need to know. Also, what’s going on outside this room?”

“After you ate, we’ll give the war room another try, hopefully without the stabbing and passing out this time.”

“I thought you liked it,” she teased him while taking a bite of the waffle.

“I do, but I would prefer to do it myself, and while you beg me for it with my cock stuffed in your mouth.”

His words came so casually over his lips, as if he were telling her about botany on a Sunday stroll through Central Park. She coughed and choked from his words, and yet, somehow, they made something in her core not only prickle but growl for getting a taste. Maybe it was his blatant openness, maybe he knew exactly what he wanted. Or maybe it was just her, being broken.

“Any other kinks I should be aware of?” she asked after she had swallowed down the waffle with a sip of coffee.

“Many.”

And as she stared at him with drawn-up eyebrows, he added, “They are not much different from your tastes.”

“And how would you know what my tastes are?”

“Your browsing history, that old Tumblr account, and your Reddit, dearest.” His smile was mischievous.

I fucking knew it.

“Stalker.”

“It’s called risk management; if I can get it, others can get it.”

Unable to help herself, she rolled her eyes at him while letting herself fall back on the bed.

On the ceiling, she recognized the same emblem she had seen in his car.

Definitely a ram. And why couldn’t she shake the feeling she had seen somewhere before?

“What’s it with the emblem?” she asked, pointing at it. “It’s on the ring and in your car, too.”

“That is a tale for another day, now…” And he took the coffee out of her hand. “I want to fuck you again.”

“How about I’ll go to the bathroom first, pee and brush my teeth,” she said, and as his eyes became slits, she added with a boldness which came from god knows where, “and then you tell me what you found out, and if you answer to my satisfaction, I’ll ride you into oblivion.”

He considered her for a moment and then asked, “What are you waiting for?” with a smug grin.

Getting out of bed hurt like shit. Everything in her ached. Maybe riding him wouldn’t be the best idea; her leg felt as if the knife was stuck in there still.

In the bathroom, the first thing she noticed was its sheer magnificence. It was the size of her living room. There stood a huge, round, wave-shaped bathtub in front of the windows, and she planned on using it the first chance she got. Everything was marble or expensive-looking wood. Decorated with many plants, there was even a tree from floor to ceiling in it. It was just crazy.

After she went to the toilet, she got in the shower, in need of a quick refreshment. And while she wrapped a towel around her, she looked for a toothbrush, only to find one obviously set up for her. Of course, he had. Or, well, maybe Stella or some other personnel did it. Brushing her teeth, she walked over to the windows, staring down at Central Park.

Just crazy. I’m standing here, almost naked, looking over Central Park from a penthouse in Billionaire’s Row. There is this man without a conscience who knows somehow everything about me, who violates every rule of privacy, and here I am. Falling for him. Telling him I’m his, for god’s sake. Growling for feeling his hard cock taking me again. This is insane. I am insane.

The longing for it rose in her, longing for being consumed, being wanted, needed, to take and be taken. So, she cleaned her mouth, and when she stood at the door, she took all the courage she had, let the towel drop to the floor, and went back into the bedroom.

Naked, her hair still wet, in daylight. Something she would never have done with anybody else; her insecurities always told her not to show her body. With Deis, it was all forgotten. None of it applied. And maybe that was the reason she couldn’t help but fall for him. He was the healing balm to her broken soul.

The look appearing on his face the moment she stepped out of the bathroom was pure gold. His eyes darkened the very second he saw her, and a seductive grin appeared on his face. It was like a switch in her flipped, silencing her insecure part while the carnal instinct part took over.

She walked over to him, making every step deliberate, not breaking their locked eyes. As she reached him, she sat down on his lap, her legs spread wide over it. It revealed everything, and that was exactly her intention. Taking his face into her hands while his hands slung around her and grasped her buttocks, she kissed him, first softly, before she entered his mouth with her tongue. Arousal grew in her, and she could feel his cock sweet against her folds. She rolled her hips a bit while kissing him fiercely so that she massaged his cock with her sensitive parts. The touch of it, the sensation, made her moan, her core already waiting to be filled with his cock. But, she needed answers first.

“Tell me what and how you found out about Denny.”

A loud groan issued from him. “And here I was, thinking you’d forgotten about it.”

“Never.”

“Alright. Let’s get to it. Denny was your father’s best friend, also working for Richard. He supposedly died in France in 1998. Only he did not.”

“How did you find out?”

“His grave is empty.”

“You dug up his grave?”

“Not I, but my people.”

Gods, this man! Digging up graves? Seriously?

“We believe it was a tactic to get away from Richard. Or to get the target of his back. But what I wonder is, how do you know all that already?”

Fuck.

“What target?” And she leaned in on him, kissing his neck.

“Being on the most wanted list of the FBI. Don’t distract me.”

Here she was, thinking to get out of it as easily as that.

“Because I killed my father with the gun from the box my father kept in the attic, labeled Denny Dumont.”

As he looked quite inquiringly at her, she added, “Yes, there was more in there, but if it quietens your mind, I did not know he was alive, nor did I know he was on the most wanted list.”

“What more?”

“Nothing of importance—old photos, a book, a journal of sorts, and some files with documents, bank statements. And no, I do not have it, because, as you very well know, I burned down the house.”

A little smirk ran over his lips. Curious thing to sit here with him, naked on his lap, and just talk about all the ghosts of her past. It was, all in all, very arousing. She did not have to hide or conceal anything anymore.

“Do you have any idea why he’s turned up on your doorstep now, taking the risk of being recognized?”

“None. But surely no good. And right now, I do not care.”

With it, she fumbled open the buttons on his shirt while she kissed him, signaling to him that this conversation was done.

It feels so fucking good to take over control.

When he let her, their kiss became a fierce embrace. He supported her rolling hips to pull her even harder onto his instantly hard cock. When she had finally opened all the buttons, she slid her hands over the soft skin on his abdomen, up to his chest with the three scars from the gunshot wounds, and over his shoulders to remove the shirt by letting her finger trail down the backside of his arms. Between her fingers and his skin, the feeling of a million little lightnings electrified their encounter, which made him shudder a bit under her.

Gods, why does it feel so good just touching him?

Softly ending the kiss, she trailed over to his ear and down his neck, her lips brushing softly over his skin. His skin scented like vanilla-flavored whiskey, and yet, so fresh, as if he’d just returned from a walk during springtime in Central Park. It was intoxicating, and she had to taste him. So, with her tongue, she trailed down his neck before she nibbled on his neck with sweet little bites. This morning was different than the carnal sex they had in the bathroom; this morning was more about a deep connection she felt growing in her chest.

He let his head fall back, fully enjoying what she was doing to his neck, and to her satisfaction, a pleasurable growl issued from his throat when she rolled her hips once again over his hard cock.

And when he lifted his head again, he trailed his hands up over her naked form. She straightened up, closed her eyes, and let herself feel every last bit of the sensation it left her with. His hands alone let her know how much he wanted her. And that was probably the best feeling in the whole universe.

His hands trailed up to her face, one of them wandering to her neck, bending her to him. And when she opened her eyes, she saw the hurricane of heat frying her from the looks alone and melting down her whole existence.

“You have no idea how much I want to fuck you.”

And he kissed her neck once. Her heart was pounding fast.

“You have no idea how much I want you.”

And he kissed the other side of her neck. Her heart skipped a beat as his words reached her chest, and she just bathed in the sweetness of his words.

“You have no idea how much I need you.”

And his hands cupped her face as his lips found hers. In a storm of emotions unraveling in her, while she was grounded in the touch of his lips and hands, he beamed her into a different universe, making the world around her forgotten. All what existed did not anymore; it was solely him and her.

“Take off your pants,” she heard herself whisper. “I need to feel you in me.”

He did not waste any time as he stood up with her, turned around, and let her fall unceremoniously backward onto the bed—a nanosecond of thrilling free-fall. There he stood, in front of her, unzipping his pants, her naked on the bed, taking in every one of his features. All of him radiated his dominance, the hunter in him, and yet there was this tiny little piece of him that worshipped her. It softened his features into a devouring cocktail of obsession.

His pants fell to the floor with a soft rustle, and he crawled onto her, kissing her, her body, his hands caressing all over her in a way as if he had never touched anything like her before, like she was something special, something precious. And that, of all the things, made her inner self roar.

His kisses trailed down from her neck to her breasts to her abdomen and down to her sensible parts. There, his tongue wandered softly down to her clit, and in an explosion of sweet circles and strong sucks, he made her core prickle in anticipation. Whenever he sucked on her clit, she pushed her hips up against his touch while gasping from the lightning shooting through her body.

“I fucking love your taste,” he muffled against her clit, and she almost had to giggle a bit. With him, it was all so easy; it came so naturally.

“Put your hands above your head, spread your legs wider,” came his order, and damn, it was so hot.

Doing as he said, she closed her eyes as his finger began to rub her clit. With his tongue, he trailed down to her entrance, entering her so strongly that it was one of the weirdest things she had ever felt, but he was kind of tongue-fucking her. Her body decided it felt amazing as her core began to prickle. Unable to contain herself, she had to roll her hips up and down while loud moans escaped her. And then he stopped, only to trail back up to her clit again while two of his fingers entered her. The way they did, the way they slid in hard and then moved up against the walls of her core, almost let her explode on the spot.

“You’re so fucking tight your cunt even clenches my fingers tight.”

It was the weirdest thing anyone had ever said.

“Is that a good or a bad thing?”

The chuckle coming from him went straight under her skin. “So good, I want to fist you.”

It took a moment before his words reached her. Holy crap.

Pushing herself up on her elbows, she stared at him.

“Relax, ma belle. You’ll love it. Just imagine the sensation of my hand, my fist filling your core, pushing every button, while you see how I fill you, how I own you. It will be like ecstasy running down your veins.”

His dark eyes stared at her, full of lust.

“I doubt that.”

“Lay back down.”

And of course, she did.

“I told you to run, but you didn’t,” he growled so deeply. “Now you’re mine, and I’ll take what I want. And right now, I want you to take my hand with your cunt.”

For a fraction of a second, a shudder of ice raced through her whole body. What the fuck have I gotten myself into?

But then he rubbed her clit again with one of his hands, while with his other, two fingers fucked her. Her mind went completely blank while a part of her took over that secretly wanted to do exactly what he wanted to do. The part of her that had fantasized about being fist-fucked like forever. Only, some things were just better in the fantasy than reality.

Three fingers.

Deis had straightened up and observed his fingers sliding into her with those awful smacking noises, which made a part of her blush and evaporate into nonexistence.

Four fingers. Ouch.

The fierceness of the thrusts of his hand into her was so hot. In her, everything screamed for a release. And then the thrusts stopped. She could now feel his whole hand trying to enter her, pushing against her entrance. It hurt, like shit, like she was going to rip apart, like someone trying to shove a water bottle in there. A small cry of pain escaped her. She tried to move away, but his other hand gripped her hip.

“Don’t fucking move.”

So damn hot.

“Open your legs again.”

She hadn’t even realized she had tried to close her knees in an attempt to escape the uncomfortable sensation.

“You’ll take my hand like my cock as the good little girl you are, do you understand me?”

“Yes,” she breathed out.

“Now relax and open up.”

And then he pushed his hand in completely.

An explosion of pain and lust erupted in her. It made her shriek and moan so hard that she had to bite into her own forearm.

“Such a good girl,” came his immediate praise. “Now, take in the sensation of it, my hand in your cunt.”

Such a good girl, his words resounded in her. Why does his praise feel so good?

“Look at me, look how good it looks.”

And she lifted herself up a bit to see his eyes full of fire, and then his hand in hers. It was as disturbing as it was flaming hot.

“You are so damn mine.”

Yes, I am yours.

Her heart swelled while the fireworks in her brought her back into a state of being high to a level of blurred vision and total ecstasy. Her skin began to prickle and tingle.

And then she could feel his hand clench into a fist in her, just before he moved his hand. Pushing it into her, the arousal it produced in her was beyond anything she could describe. He started to move faster, and he really thrust into her, pushing his fist against her core while rhythmically opening and closing his hand a bit until she couldn’t distinguish between pain and lust anymore.

Holy crap shit.

Deis then pressed his other hand onto her abdomen, which made the sensation of his fist in her even stronger. She had nowhere to escape him, and it was exactly what she wanted. She was his. She had been from the first moment his eyes pierced her. His eyes. The thought of them alone made her core pulsate. And when his growled words reached her, they did the rest to make her explode.

“I need you to come for me.”

And how she came. Fireworks of lust shot through her core and veins. She pushed her hips up, and his hand touched something in her that made shudders run down her whole existence. And while she was still riding the high of her orgasm with a distorted view of total bliss, he slipped his hand out of her, and with one swift move, he was on her, his hands caressing her face left and right while the pressure of his body grounded her trembling self. And then he thrust into her with his cock. She would have imagined feeling nothing of it after being filled with his fist, but damn, was she wrong.

And as he touched her inner existence with all of him – so valiantly and yet, sensibly, so strong and yet, soft, so devouring and yet, uplifting – she just let go of everything.

“Oh Gods, Deis,” she moaned as he pushed from such an angle into her it almost made her core split, and one of his hands wandered around her throat.

“Yes, my love,” he breathed against her ear. “I’m going to fuck you into oblivion until you pass out again.”

His hand closed around her throat so strongly that she could barely breathe. It was thrilling and scary at the same time, but she had no energy left to worry or be scared. Because she felt safe with him. She felt safe with the most unhinged person ever because, hell, she was too, getting off on being choked and fucked.

And as things began to spin in her mind, the world around her becoming so distorted, he thrust into her so hard, his moans reaching her with a breath, “You’re perfection, ma belle. A perfect mess like the universe itself.”

And then she came again.

A pulsating explosion of not existing in this world anymore whirled through her, just before everything went blissfully blank.
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DEIS
PLAYLIST: COME FOLLOW ME DOWN – GEORGE TAYLOR


His finger trailed down her neck over her perfect, naked, and unconscious body. He knew she would be a wild one the moment he saw the flicker in her eyes as she pulled the trigger to kill her own father. But as he unwrapped her depths more every day, seeing, feeling, what she was willing to do, the endurance she had, the way she melted into his demands and obeyed, the way she just took what she wanted, it was more than a delightful surprise.

For whatever reason, she trusted him, even letting him lose control to a certain degree, although they never talked about boundaries. Not that he had many, she obviously didn’t either. Although some boundaries could be quite the fuel for the fire, especially when there was a thin line to walk, the thrill of testing them broadened the experience.

“Em, wake up, ma belle,” he whispered against her ear while her chest continuously lifted up and down in its slow and peaceful rhythm.

Slinging an arm around her, he pulled her towards him.

“Wake up, love.”

And he kissed her neck, her sweet, soft skin with that lovely scent of a fresh breeze mingled with lavender, it was like taking an early morning walk in Provence.

It was such a weird and yet satisfying feeling to have her so close in his bed. No one had ever been in here, not even Delilah. With Emma, it was different. This entire moment was different. There was nothing he wanted. Nothing he needed. Nothing had to be planned, executed, or strategized. Right now, he just held the most precious form in his arms he had ever seen, felt, experienced. A warmth radiated through his body, filled with something he could not name. And as he dug his nose into her lavender-scented skin, a feeling of relief spread through him. Almost as if the chains holding him his whole life burst from his existence. In this blissful moment of being, it was as if he and she had become one. It could’ve stayed like that forever. Only they had to go back to what was happening outside of this bed.

“Em, might ruin the moment, but we really need to get back to everything.”

“War room?”

“War room.”

Her sleepy groan was so relatable.
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When they entered the war room ten minutes later, it was a mess. PR was a nightmare. Not unsolvable, but his decision to release had snowballed into something unmanageable, even with his resources. Press around the globe picked up the case, and from accusations of defamation to investigative reportages underlining the material, it became a messy bouquet of clickbait headlines of lies, half-truths, accusations and defamations.

Delilah and her daddy used, of course, all the power and contacts they had to work against the negative press. They even had the Governor of Florida make a statement in their favor, but then Richard was the one funding his campaign. Woe to those who think evil of it.

Julie had an entire team set up in the war room and they all hadn’t slept much in the last thirty-six hours. As he and Emma entered the war room, the smell revealed just as much.

At least they are dedicated.

Emma, next to him, stiffened the moment she saw all the people, fuzzing and buzzing about. None of them cared about them entering, only Julie’s eyes flashed over to them. She scrutinized both of them from head to foot, lingering a bit longer than she had to on Emma’s neck before she flashed over to his eyes. He only cocked an eyebrow, knowing very well what she and Carl had engaged in. She was no saint, it was not her place to judge.

Emma let go of his touch and wandered into the room, staring at the screens in the back. Following her, he let her take in the reports and new posts flashing up there every other second.

“They’re mostly ripping Gamma and me apart,” he told her.

“And what happened about the accusations against me?”

“Well, we are currently engineering some positive press releases and a bit of social buzz around you.”

She eyed him very suspiciously. “You are, what?”

“Greg, give me all about Emma on screen three.”

Greg, who was generally always short on words, just pulled up the requested content without answering. It took Emma not even three seconds to flash over the headlines and posts before she rounded on him.

“You are kidding me, aren’t you?”

The fire in her eyes burned him to the ground, which was, by all means, sexy as hell. He knew it was risky, and he knew she would never approve if he had told her up front. But it was the only way.

“I am not.”

“This is not getting the target off my back; it is making me the target,” she shouted at him. With it, everything else in the room went quiet. It was consuming to see her enraged. There were only a few things more attractive than female rage. To him at least.

“Yes, but it gives you authority,” and whispering, he added, “As I said, to the world outside, you are my queen.”

“My face is on every fucking newspaper and news site! Deis, you are fucking crazy! They will all come after me!”

“They might, only I don’t believe so.”

“You believe?” she spat at him derogatorily.

“They are scared of what else you know. Your father was the most trusted man; he kept all the secrets Richard wanted vanished.”

“Exactly. That’s why they’ll kill me the moment they can.”

“No, they won’t. Because in forty-eight hours, the world will only know you as the one who was the essential element in me bringing down the worst conglomerate on this planet. And if they so much as look at you, people will turn on them.”

It was a bit of a gambling strategy, always having the bigger picture in mind, but he could not let her know what else was there; she would probably lash out again. And right now, he needed her fully focused. She, however, was intelligent. And she saw exactly what could go wrong.

“You are so, so wrong. If it is as you say, they won’t have anything to lose. People who have nothing to lose don’t act rationally.”

“True, that is why I haven’t put everything out there I could have.”

“And what is that?” She eyed him with crossed arms, which reminded him of his mother when he had done something, but she didn’t know what exactly, only that he did.

“Something in the scope of footage of Delilah fucking a seventeen-year-old and Richard raping a woman, whom he had killed afterward, and him financing an underground organization.”

Emma closed her eyes for a moment, and all of her gave the impression she was on the verge of losing her shit.

She’d come around.
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EMMA
PLAYLIST: IF YOU CARE - EVAN BARLOW


Aholy fucking nightmare, that’s what it is. He made me, just like that, the enemy. The villain. The one Richard and Delilah DeBarra, with their billions of resources, would for sure go after. Even if Deis held stuff back for leverage, he would destroy them, their legacy. And from what she had heard of them, it was just as important to them as it was to Deis. People like them would never let it go, never.

And somewhere deep down in the depths of her body, a shallow feeling crawled up on her. A foreboding feeling that Deis wanted her where she was now. He was a master strategist. He would never let anything so risky or so loosely play out without a backup plan or a different motive.

So, what is his true agenda?

Because clearly there was something he did not tell her, something that made an icy shudder run through her whole body. And while everything around her became quiet, her anger ebbed, and her thoughts became razor-sharp.

He didn’t know about Denny. He knows everything, but not about Denny. Carl tried to tell me something, that Deis is not who I think he is. Carl, who gave me his phone as a last act. And the number on the phone belonged to the man with the gun waiting at my apartment building, who was Denny.

For a second, her stomach plummeted as she just hoped Deis didn’t look in the inside pocket of her bag while she was out.

I am missing something. There is a connection I am not seeing. Denny and my father were friends. Derrick worked for Richard DeBarra. Deis is not who he’s supposed to be to the outside world. He vanished. And now I am somehow connected to it?

So, when she opened her eyes again, she knew she had to be very, very careful. The noise of everyone buzzing about streamed back into her ears. Her eyes wandered to the screens, headlines jumping at her.

Daughter of DeBarra’s Hitman Speaks Out

Gamma Killing People, Daughter of Hitman Accuses

The Secret Life of Emma Richardson

Deis made her the villain in the story. Everyone would know her as the dangerous daughter of a hitman for the megalomanic Gamma conglomerate. Only she was a nobody. She had no clue; while the world believed her to be a grandiose master of art, she was not.

Deis. The child her father intended to remove from this earth, and there must have been a reason why.

“Deis,” she said silently. “What is your real name?”

“Èlyas Leblanc,” he said silently.

Leblanc. I’ve heard that name before. Seen it before, but where?

“And why did my father go after you and your family?”

Her question made the corner of his mouth twitch, which told her it was exactly the right question.

“Because my mother had something Richard wanted.”

The air in the room was charged with tension. It made sizzling, electrified waves run over her skin. And somehow, she knew that whatever it was, it was the answer to the question of who he truly was.

“And what exactly was that?”

Her breathing fastened. She was only a single grasp away from finally knowing the truth.

“A ring.”

Leblanc. Ring. I have heard of it before, I think.

His eyes pierced into her, stabbing her with their cocktail of power and dominance.

“And why is this ring so special?”

He tilted his head with knowing curiosity, and his mouth twitched into a proud, smug grin. With a small step, he came so near that his warm mint breath brushed against her skin. Everyone else in the room, everything around them, vanished. They could’ve stood on the moon, she wouldn’t have noticed. And when Deis bent down to whisper in her ear, every one of his words was chosen wisely, so deliberately spoken that the hair on her arms stood up.

“Because it holds a secret, dark as the night, freeing as the wind, destructive as fire, waiting to be released.”

She had to close her eyes from the crackling shudders running through her whole existence, touching her somewhere she could not tell. There was only one last question to ask – a question she did not know she had in her but poured over her lips.

“And what does it wait for?”

Slowly, very slowly, Deis straightened up. He did not look at her as he collected himself into his present, consuming energy radiating towards her, engulfing her with a power she had never felt before.

And just for a fraction of a second, her eyes wandered onto the screen behind Deis. It was 3:33 p.m., December 3rd. The hairs on her arms stood up while he cupped her face with the palm of his right hand. His touch sizzled through her like electricity while his ice-blue eyes pierced her like on the very day she had first seen them, consumed by the pull she had felt, drawing her to him.

Everything became silent.

In her. Around her.

She knew the answer already, but she had to hear it. Because it could not be, could it?

“You, ma belle. You.”


THANK YOU <3



Thank you for reading The Guru – Shadow which I hope you enjoyed.

If so, I’d be ever so grateful if you could leave a review on the platform(s) of your choosing and tell your book-besties about it.
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THERE IS MORE!



You can’t get enough of Emma & Deis?

There is a bonus scene for you <3

Download it here


BRACE YOURSELF



The Guru - Shadow is just the beginning of a journey through a world of darkness, shadows, and light:

The Guru – Secret (Book 2)
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The Guru – Lies (Book 3)
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Available on Amazon.

Paperback, Ebook, and in Kindle Unlimited.
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Also available:

The prequel to The Guru that reads like an action movie!

Ride with me (or die with me): Riley’s Tale

[image: Riley’s Tale book cover, hand on motorcycle handle]


A sapphic dark romance novella telling the story of Riley, the hot masc. Motorcycles, smut, and ‘who did this to you?’


VIP-LIST



Stay updated and get sneak peaks, exclusively for VIP-list subscribers of upcoming books pre-release.

Join here
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Here I am trying to find the words acknowledging the people who have brought this book to life. And yes, there is my awesome editor Sophie Taylor, and my dear friend (and most amazing Art Director) Putu Paulina, to whom both I am most grateful for helping this book become real. There is also Ritika, who celebrated me and my story from the moment she read the first draft. What I’ve learned through my self-publishing journey is that I am everything but self-publishing. On my way, I found those amazing people, believing in me, my dream, my story, and my writing. For the first time in my life, people believed in me.

Over twenty years ago, when I was in 6th grade, I attended an English writing class. All I wanted back then was to live in NYC and become a writer (well, or a Neurosurgeon, Emma and I have that in common). My teacher told me that I would never be a writer because I lacked structure and discipline as well as the will to learn the skill of writing good prose. That day, I lost myself. It was the day I quit writing.

But my imagination didn’t. My imagination was and is still a place belonging entirely to me, a safe place where I can be who- and whatever I want to be. With my writing, I now let you into those worlds of mine.

It took me two decades to find myself again. Two decades and very few people who believed in me. Who resonated with my words and felt them deeply. And for this, I am so grateful. I am grateful for the people who helped me see my gift and let those words flow onto the (digital) paper.

Funny thing is, I still have no discipline, no structure. I haven’t learned anything about prose. I don’t plan. I don’t outline. I don’t use extravagant words. There is only one thing I did: I opened my heart. I let my heart tell the stories, and within, I found a deep connection – to myself, to the characters, and to you, dear reader. Because the language of the heart is universal. It expresses itself in the art we create. Through a written sentence traveling straight into your heart. With a single word that gives you goosebumps the moment you finally understand. Through a scene spreading that warming wave through your heart and soul, as a shimmer of hope builds in your chest.

And therefore, I thank you.

I thank you for allowing me to open your heart.

May you never lose your spark. Ever.

Yours truly from the darkness to the light,
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Get in touch with me:

Get in touch


If you want to know, follow the signs.

But ask yourself, dearest, can you handle the truth?
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If I were you, I’d start with the story of the ram, but that’s just me.
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