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IMPORTANT NOTE



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

It contains several dark and possibly triggering scenes, ranging from graphic descriptions of violence, graphic descriptions of murder and torture, mentions of child abuse, trafficking, rape, manipulation, sociopathy, and psychopathic tendencies. There are descriptive sexual actions, including knife and blood play.

See the author’s website for the full list.

It is a rough story showing the most horrible parts of humanity, so:

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


DEDICATION



For the good girls who like to be told to kneel for their mistress.


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.

Full Playlist:

Spotify


She is my greatest fear,

My deepest regret,

And my innermost longing.


PROLOGUE
PLAYLIST: MOUNT EVEREST – LABRINTH



The Prologue tells a very dark backstory, including rape as a minor and the aftermath of it (including an unwanted pregnancy). If you wish to skip this really dark part, start with Chapter 1. The story works for you without the backstory, as it is implied later.

Palermo, Sicily

December 30, 2009

“You will not fucking touch me ever again,” I whisper darkly as my hands close around his throat, with my knee pressing into his groin.

You fucking bastard. On my fucking birthday.

He can’t fight me anymore with a pole stuck in his shoulder, me on him as drunk as he is.

My hands close even harder around his throat.

His face swells slightly, turning a bluish-red.

Just a little bit more.

His eyes roll back, and his body becomes limp.

But I don’t stop.

This time, it’ll be final.

I need this.

The revenge.

For all he has done.

I wait.

Our old grandfather clock is ticking relentlessly behind me.

Second, by second, by second.

And I know, it is done.

Finally, I let go.

I get up, take one last look at my mother on the floor, her eyes empty as his. Murdered by the husband, killed by the pretend family father, who is nothing but a fucking monster.

I pack a bag with the most essential stuff, grab all the cash I can find, take his drugs so I can sell them for my way into freedom, and then get to the basement.

I take whatever alcohol and chemicals labeled with “Caution, flammable,” we have, spill them over the floor, my parents' dead bodies, and the furniture, before I open the door, light a match, and flick it inside without one glance back.

Shall the hell burn him and never set his soul free.

The more distance I get between me and the house I grew up in, the more I realize what happened.

I stray through the streets of Palermo, not knowing what to do. I am a nobody. The child of a drug lord and a raped mother. One that was never wanted and should never exist.

I need to get out of here. Out of this country.

The problem is, I don’t even have a passport.

I sink to the ground in the darkness of a lonely alleyway, and only then do I realize how lost and lonely I am, and most of all, what I have done.

“Si pirdi?” I hear a woman ask if I am lost. I speak only a little Sicilian; we mostly spoke English at home because my mother is from the States.

Well, was.

Dead now.

“No, grazzi,” I say without looking up—I don’t want her to see how young I am. I am lost, but not in the way that woman expects. No one can ever know what I did tonight and who I am, otherwise I’ll vanish faster than I can say the word lost.

“You’re not from here,” says the woman in English. It wasn’t a question, but a statement.

“Iu sugnu,” I say, telling her I am from here. I was born here, but I don’t belong.

“Comu ti chiami?” she asks, and her hand finds my forearm. I don’t want to be touched, so I flinch and jump up. God damnit, why can’t you the fuck leave me alone?

My eyes wander up, just enough to see half of her face, otherwise hidden in the darkness and shadowed by a black hat. She is a beautiful lady, classy, with narrow eyes, dark hair, and a golden cross necklace dangling on her neck. Two other women are with her, lingering in the back.

My gut doesn’t like it, and my eyes widen. I need to get away.

“Are you in trouble?” she asks me.

“No,” I say and bring more distance between us.

Her eyes linger on me.

“Here,” she says, and walks up to me. I want to run. She grasps my hand and places a red, pearl bracelet in it. “In case you ever are.”

I stare at her.

“Who are you?” I ask.

“A nobody,” she says. “Coming to equalize what was never meant to be.”

A shudder runs over my arms.

I stare at her before my eyes wander to the bracelet in my hand.

I have heard it before.

To equalize what was never meant to be.

She is a myth.

A well-told one here in Sicily.

My father once told me about her.

I stare at the pearls. It’s hard to tell what it is in the darkness, but there is something engraved on the pearls.

I look up.

But she is gone.

Vanished into the many alleyways of Palermo.

And so do I, slipping on the bracelet.

Queens, New York

January 10, 2011

“I know a guy,” says the girl I met in the building I live in, somewhere in Queens.

It’s a room in the basement, cheap, paid cash, and no one knows anyone here; everyone’s a nobody, and no questions are asked.

I don’t even know her name. She’s on drugs, I can tell from the way she moves and speaks. I know how it looks, because I have seen my father use every fucking day.

“He pays well,” she says, “He just wants you to hang out with him. Here’s the number you can call. He can help you get legit papers, too.”

“I don’t know,” I say hesitantly. “I don’t want to go to a random guy's house.”

I don’t like men. I hate them. All of them.

Maybe I don’t know much about life at the age of fourteen, but growing up in a drug house and a rapist father taught me one thing: Men are the most disgusting there is on this planet.

But I need money.

And papers.

There is nothing I have to lose.

“Okay,” I say, taking the number. “Have you been?” I ask her.

“Sure. Got three hundred bucks every time.”

“Did he get you papers, too?”

“No, but for that girl and her fam from the third floor left, the blonde one with the seven sisters. That guy has friends in high places.”

“How old is he?” I ask.

“I dunno. Looks like a dinosaur. Grey hair an all. Maybe fifty?”

My gut clenches.

But times are desperate, because I have no more money.

I got reasonably good at stealing, got cash, a laptop, some clothes, and jewelry I could sell.

I need papers and some money, I tell myself.

Also, he can’t be any worse than my father or the disgusting piece of shit I let fuck me so I could get to the States with a freight ship. Not to forget the man I had to stab when the ship arrived in the Port of Baltimore.

I thought I’d die that day.

There is no hell worse than the one I already lived through. What else could be there?

So I call the number.

Manhattan

September 15, 2011

I can’t move my body.

Why can’t I fucking move?

My senses don’t belong to me.

I can’t see properly.

Where am I?

It’s the nightmare again.

Or reality.

I don’t know at this point.

There are people.

Voices.

Men.

Touch.

Someone gabs me.

I have to move.

I have to.

I need to get away.

Far, far away from him.

But I can’t.

More touch.

Pain.

Something in me.

Again.

And again.

And again.

A hand around my throat.

I can’t breathe.

Something spreads my jaw.

I close my eyes.

I can’t.

Something is hammering in my mouth and throat.

I choke and gag.

But I am not allowed to.

Pain.

There is no more air.

And everything becomes blissfully blank.

“Here, drink,” he tells me as I become conscious. I can’t open my eyes; everything hurts. Pain is everywhere. I drink from a straw that’s shoved in my mouth.

And everything goes blank again.

Manhattan

December 12, 2011

I open my eyes.

I don’t know where I am.

His voice.

My mind is fuzzy.

There is nothing but pain.

I feel something wet underneath me.

Something is leaking out of me, and when I look down⁠—

Horror, endless horror, spreads through me.

Endless pain surges through my body.

This is real.

This is the reality.

I am pregnant.

And I have no idea how I got here.

I try to think, try to remember what happened.

But I can’t focus.

The pain comes in waves.

I can’t breathe properly.

I scream.

And scream again.

In me that need to push.

He tells me to push.

And so I do.

I can’t.

My mind separates itself from my body.

There is no me anymore.

A baby slips out of me.

Crying baby.

I don’t know what to do.

I just can’t.

I can’t look at it.

It has a thing attached to it, a thing that’s still in me.

He’s doing something to it.

I can’t see properly.

I don’t hear the crying anymore.

Everything is so far away.

I feel like dying.

Maybe I can just die here.

I have to push again, and more stuff comes out of me.

He’s walking away.

With my baby.

I want to know where he’s taking it.

But no words come from my mouth.

I am so tired.

I should just close my eyes.

This must be a nightmare.

[image: ]


There is air. Cold air. I become aware of my surroundings. I am freezing.

I open my eyes.

It is night.

Endless pain in my chest.

I am lying between two houses behind a dumpster.

My fingers dig into frozen ground.

My body is in pain.

I bang my head against the brick wall behind me.

Once.

Twice.

Thrice.

Warm fluid runs down my back.

I look down.

I’m dressed in a short dress, nothing else.

Blood is leaking from a wound in my chest.

My belly. It is still swollen.

I had a baby.

Its cries haunt my mind.

I don’t feel the coldness anymore.

I am so disgusted.

I am a monster.

He is a monster.

I get up.

Weak.

My legs are shaking.

Bare feet.

My chest hurts so much.

I can’t really breathe.

But I walk.

Like a robot.

My feet carry me.

I see a fire station.

I make it till there.

Before everything becomes blank.

People are fussing over me when I wake.

“Conscious,” says someone.

I look up.

EMTs.

No.

They can’t take me.

I still don’t have papers.

Papers.

Papers, I repeat in my mind. And suddenly everything comes back.

I called the number and went to that guy's apartment.

That guy.

Jared Sutton.

He promised papers if I do what he says.

Jared Sutton.

I see his face crystal clear in my mind.

Silence in me.

I get up.

“Please, Miss, you need to rest and calm down,” says one of the EMTs.

No. I don’t need to calm down.

I need to get away.

And I run.

As fast as I can until I collapse in some park, hidden behind bushes.

I am freezing so badly that my fingers are white, turning blue.

I don’t care.

I could die here.

I should die here.

My life is such a mess, it is not worth living.

My eyes rest on my blue hands.

I lie down on the cold ground and look at the sky, illuminated by the light framing the park, with only the brightest stars visible.

I cannot end a thought.

The pain in my chest is killing me.

I stretch my arm, almost as if I can grab the stars above me.

My bracelet slides down my arm.

The bracelet I have been wearing since the night in Palermo.

The bracelet that somehow meant peace to me.

In case you are ever in trouble.

I take it off with trembling hands.

The mysterious woman who came to equalize.

I will never forget her words. Never.

I could die here.

Or I could make the man who did all this to me pay.

Images run through my mind, images of murder.

Murdering Jared Sutton and every single person who was involved with him. Just like I murdered my father.

My body gets up.

I search through dumpsters for clothes and finally find some at a church, in bags. I take the first best thing.

I find I am still in New York, in Manhattan.

A man walks towards me. I deliberately stumble into him and steal his phone from his coat pocket.

Blood leaks from my chest into my clothes.

I disappear around the corner into another block and hide between two houses.

It writes Blackberry on it.

I look at the date. It’s December 12, 2011.

I have no idea where the past year went.

How is it December?

My mind is in chaos.

I type in the number engraved on the bracelet.

The number does not exist.

Only then do I realize I might need the country code.

I type 0039 before the number. It’s the only one I know.

It rings.

“Yes,” answers a woman.

“You once gave me a bracelet in the streets of Palermo,” I say. She might not even remember it. This is all stupid. “In case I ever was in trouble.”

“Are you?” asks the woman.

“I kind of am,” I say. “I am in need of equalizing.”

A moment's pause on the other end.

“Where are you?”

“In New York City. I was—a man—he—they—“ I stop as my chest clenches. I have to roll my shoulder to remove the sensation.

“I will send you a location to the phone you are calling me with. Get there. Wait for a Signura Vittare.”

Vittare.

I have heard that name before, in my father’s stories. So I was right. It is her.

“You are Rosalia Vittare,” I say. Every Sicilian has heard of her. And everyone knows to be scared of her, because she comes to take.

“I am,” she says.

And I know, I will get my revenge.

Whatever I have to do to get it, I will.

Because the only thing that is keeping me breathing is the knowledge that one day, I will murder Jared Sutton just the way I murdered my father.

I want to see the light fading from their eyes.

Want to watch them realize they are about to die.

Every. Single. One. Of. Them.
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KAT
PLAYLIST: TINY ROOF BLUES – THE ROUX



Manhattan

October, 2025

The fingertip of my middle finger trails smoothly over the rim of my whiskey glass as my eyes wander from the sexy bare ankles up to the eyes of the woman who leans against the bar next to me to order. Her body is exceptional—full ass and breasts, squeezed into a tight costume that shows off every inch of her sexy hourglass figure.

Usually, I don’t socialize with businesspeople in costumes and suits; today is an exception that allows no distraction.

Still, I bite my lip, imagining what I’d do with her—just thinking about grasping her and having her sit on my face until I’d be close to suffocating…mhhhm.

The thought alone tugs a corner of my mouth into a devilish smirk.

On any other day, I would make a move on her. But today, I have other plans. Plans I can’t let anything distract me from.

I pull my eyes off the woman, turn, and lean back with my elbows on the bar, letting my gaze drift casually over the crowd.

Downtown Manhattan. A bar stuffed with suits and costumes celebrating their wins of the day.

Fucking minions, I scoff in my mind.

I have no regard for any of them. Neither the players nor the game makers. My disdain for the wealthy and those who wish to be burns in my chest like an everlasting fire.

A male voice cuts through my thoughts.

“May I buy you a drink?”

I give him a derogatory glance. A suit. Late twenties. Slick hair, too much gel. Another Wall Street Business Brad.

“No,” I say coldly and avert my eyes. “You’re in my way.”

I have zero interest in men, especially not slick idiots who need to ask for permission for anything, as if I am their mommy.

He leaves, and I focus back on my target.

A group of men stands in a circle near the 30-foot glass window front overlooking the city, with the Empire State Building lit in blue, red, and white in the background.

Three of them laugh so loudly their voices cut through the jazz music. Gin tonics are loosening their tongues as they try to prove who the bigger fish is.

Pathetic bastards.

Two of them, however, aren’t drinking, but are locked in some quiet conversation, glancing around to check if anyone notices.

One of them is Karl Ostrich, CEO of one of the biggest private equity firms. World-class asshole and not my concern tonight, because I have only one target tonight.

Jared Sutton. Forty-five. Billionaire. Dark, wavy brown hair. Whispering something into Ostrich’s ear. CFO of Zeus, a tech corp building AI-based intelligence software. But none of that brought me here. His extracurricular activities did.

His eyes meet mine for a split second as he scans the room. I tilt my head slightly and let a smirk slip onto my face. He can’t look away.

Yes. Look at me, bastard.

What begins as a careful sweep of the room on his end shifts into something different. His eyes darken, a predatory smile of arrogance tugs at his mouth. With my 5’9 without the high heels, a size 4, long hair, full breasts, and a jawline some would kill for, I know exactly what reaction my looks draw from men of his caliber, and I have zero shame in using any of it to my advantage.

Sutton silences Ostrich and walks toward me. Each step deliberate, presenting the man who knows who he is and what he can buy. Because what Jared Sutton does in silence is selling secrets. Governmental, technological, and financial. A ruthless predator who has blackmailed his way to wealth over corpses and broken souls.

“You look quite lonely over here,” Sutton says as he slides onto the barstool next to mine. His hand glides over my crossed legs, up my thigh with the fake tattoos. My black leather dress is very short, and he pushes it higher, until his fingers hover half an inch from my thong.

I push myself off the bar, shift towards him, and open my legs. His finger brushes my lips down there through the fabric. I somehow thought any of it would make me feel something, meeting him again. Being close to him. But after all those years, I am someone different, detached from what once was.

I’m not a girl anymore. I am a cold-blooded killer with no attachment to the past except for this one thing: The hunger for revenge. It is what kept me going and made me become a weapon.

His eyes darken immediately, and a deep hum of a man who believes himself to have landed a catch rumbles through his chest. A predator recognizing his prey—exactly the reaction I intend to provoke in him, because I need him to purr like a kitten for me.

“Am I?” I say with a luscious voice, letting my right leg slide along his calf. I suck in my bright red bottom lip. I know of his weakness for red lips and women who play with fire, which is why I am here.

His hand slides around my waist and pulls me close. His cologne is oak-y, rich, and powerful—something that makes me wanna vomit. His lips trail up my neck to my ear.

“I like women who know what they want,” he whispers. “And you look like you want to be fucked.”

Yes, believe exactly what you’re supposed to believe, I tell him in my mind. I just breathe a soft mhhmm into his ear.

I grab him by the leather belt, pull him even closer. The effect is instant. Lust pours from his eyes.

I get up. With my heels, I nearly match his height. Without another word, I walk away. Slowly. Deliberately. Smirking.

“Wait,” he calls after me. “Where are you going?”

I turn.

“Make an effort,” I say, a malicious grin on my face.

When I reach the elevator, a hand slides over my back to my ass.

“You’re coming with me,” he says and pushes me inside the elevator.

The door isn’t even closed before he’s pressing me into the wall, his tongue forcing its way into my mouth, one hand on my throat, the other grabbing my breast. I manhandle him and grab him by the throat, and pull my knee in his balls.

“That has to be earned,” I say. He smirks.

Pathetic bastard.

Ten minutes later, we pull into his garage. We take the elevator to his penthouse.

The second we reach the penthouse, he pushes me into a glass wall.

“Suck me,” he says.

“No,” I say as I remove myself underneath him.

“What do you think you are here for?” he asks me, and I laugh.

“You really must work on your auditory comprehension,” I say, and take out a pen from my purse and write a number on the white wall. “My account number. If you want my attention, make yourself memorable while I refresh myself in the bathroom.”

He looks at me with lust pouring from his eyes. He is intrigued. Enchanted by the way I don’t play by his rules. Those powerful men are all the same.

“Second on the right,” he says.

I walk down a corridor, slowly, to take in the situation. There are cameras everywhere.

Well, that’ll be a challenge.

I enter the bathroom, check for cameras with a tool from my purse, then sit on the toilet with the lid closed and take out my phone to map the signals in the penthouse. There is a lot of transmitting happening. Too bad I couldn’t take my laptop with me.

A $250,000 wire transfer comes in.

I scoff. The sum is predictably low.

Gods. Men are so pathetic.

I want nothing more than to murder him right now. The kill I waited and trained for all these years.

But I can’t. Not today. Because I need access to his system first.

I get out of the bathroom, and he’s waiting in front of the door. Leaned against the wall, hands in his pockets. I expected as much.

“Now,” he says, “Suck me.”

“You know,” I say as my hand brushes over his chest. “I’d really like a little kicker before.” I tilt my head and look him knowingly in the eyes. “I suck so much better with the kick.”

He removes a hand from his pocket and throws something on the floor in the bathroom behind me. It’s a little pouch of white powder.

“Go fetch,” he says with a malicious smirk.

Oh, how I’d like to murder him right now.

I sink to my knees and crawl to it.

Come on, follow me.

And he does. He stands so close, holding out a black Amex and a rolled-up Benjamin. I take it, get up in a luscious way with my hand gliding over his leg, before I open the plastic bag and prepare several lines on the marble vanity top.

While I do, he presses himself and his hard cock into me. I hate men. I hate penises. And most of all, I hate penises near me.

“Here,” I say, turn and hand him the rolled Benjamin.

“Ladies first,” he says.

I never do drugs. And I won’t this time.

I position my body so he can’t see what I am doing, and I sniff, then wipe the powder into one of the other lines. I get up, pretending to feel the kick.

He is still touching me. Eww, but exactly where I need it. I hand him the Benjamin, and he now takes it. He takes all three lines. Fucking idiot.

I turn the ring on my finger, slip the cap off so the small needle points inside. And when he comes up after the last line, I grasp his neck. The needle digs into the skin, but he’s too high to recognize anything. His body becomes limp. I catch him, so the sound of his falling body raises no suspicion.

The moment he is on the floor, I get to work. I don’t have much time; he won’t be out long.

I take the test kit from my purse and swab his mouth, pluck a hair, scrape off some skin cells from his scalp, and store everything in vials. Evidence. Insurance. Tools.

Then I grab his phone, unlock it with a face scan, plug in the exploiter I brought, and emulate the system onto it. When it’s done, I put everything back to where it was.

I look at him lying there. It could be over right now. But it would be too easy. No. I am going to skin him alive, bathe him in acid, and chop off his penis. Killing him here would not suffice.

I take a lipstick from my purse and write on the mirror.

Room 601, The Herald, tomorrow 8 p.m.

His hands twitch.

I am walking out of the room, swiping over my lips with my thumb for the cameras, walking to the elevator, and stepping inside without looking back.

Men like him always need the chase. And they always pay for it.

I’m in my hotel fifteen minutes later.

I open my laptop and access the emulated phone. It was, aside from the DNA, the only thing why I did what I did tonight.

I comb through his phone for the rest of the night, saving the most important stuff to build my case and get more information on his blackmail and secrets.

“There you are,” I say when I find it.

A video. Hidden deep in his secret file vault.

What a pain in the ass he had been to crack. I usually attack and crack from a distance, but in Jared Sutton’s case, it was impossible without the physical access.

Screams echo through the quiet hotel room as I watch the video. Screams that don’t touch me. Several powerful men are raping a girl.

One of the men is Robert Grand-Hives, now Prime Minister of the UK. Another is a tech CEO I have already on my list for raping another minor. The third, I don’t know who he is. I have never seen his face, but I will inevitably find him.

Apparently, Sutton has filmed the video while jerking himself off.

“What a disgusting piece of shit you are,” I whisper as anger surges through my chest. “You’ll pay for all of it.”

The video goes on for over two hours. Each man fucks her multiple times until she passes out from choking. None of them cares; even worse, they seem to get off it even more.

There are more videos.

Videos of the same girl.

More men.

And I will kill them all.

Because I am the girl.

I add more names to my list.

Thorough as I am, I scan through the rest of his phone. I find an email thread about the prototype spyware tool Zeus built to infiltrate systems and collect data. I know immediately I need to get my hands on it before I kill him. It’ll come in very handy.

I open a folder full of names, high-profile ones. It is only then that I realize how much deeper Sutton’s organization runs. Initially, this had been about revenge. Revenge for what he and all the other men have done, but what I find here is so much more.

So much more.

He has material on all the big names, incriminating materials. Photos. Videos. Messages. Many of them include sexual actions with girls. Like me. All meticulously stored.

“Huh,” I say when the name Lilian Anne Knightley catches my eye. The CEO of Zeus. I’ve run a background check on her before, but what Sutton has on her seems to be buried deep. He’s organized. Precise. Thorough. A ruthless broker of secrets to use for blackmail.

Almost a shame he has to die. He could’ve been so damn useful to get to all the other people, but I need him dead. After all this time, it finally needs to happen.

I copy everything he has on Knightley.

I rarely go after women, but if any of this proves true, she goes straight to the top of my list.

“Lilian Anne Knightley,” I murmur, looking at her photo. “Who would’ve guessed? I am going to watch you. Watch every move of yours.” And I am very good at watching.

I glance at my watch; it’s almost 4 a.m.

Time to rest before I finish the plan tomorrow.

I always sleep best the nights before I kill, maybe because the thought of justice brings me peace. Or maybe, because I know one asshole of a man less walks this earth.

Whatever it is, I don’t care. I don’t care about much anyway. The only thing that matters is revenge, and I will get it.
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LILIAN
PLAYLIST: PRINCESSES DON’T CRY – CARYS



“Get me that idiot in here before the pricing meeting, or I’ll have all your heads for it!” I roar through the room at the team. Usually, shouting is not my style at all, but there is only so much a woman can take, especially under pressure. And right now, the shareholders, the investors, the government, and the President of the United States himself are breathing down my neck.

I close my eyes, inhale, exhale, and let the anger flush out of me as I slip back into my baseline of cold and functional.

The past few weeks leading up to going public have been stressful and draining, but I don’t mind. In my thirty-seven years on this planet, I’ve built two companies from scratch into high-value public firms. The second one made me a billionaire within three years of its IPO. An AI-based dating platform with an 83% match success rate—people spent like crazy on the app, and the investors were ecstatic.

I used that money and my knowledge to build my current company. The idea hit me during a night of overindulgence with acquaintances. Using AI matching for dating wasn’t a stretch for government use; the same logic applied to building profiles of potential terrorists and other criminals.

I spent weeks brooding over it, pulling all my contacts, who made the government interested, which led to the necessary funding. The prototype delivered promising results; the final product is as effective as it is dangerous.

What we do is a never-ending topic of discussion. The AI, Zeus, infiltrates government systems, matches data from online and private sources, and builds profiles on people. Its main use is to fight crime and locate individuals, but it keeps improving, making connections no human could, and it's becoming predatory software that could do much more. None of it can ever become public. The public knows only that it’s a system to boost government efficiency, and it has already caused uproar. If they knew the truth, chaos would inevitably follow; that is why we all work under high security.

Tomorrow is finally the day of the IPO. We all worked our asses off, and of all the people who could have gone missing, it had to be Jared Sutton, our CFO.

Damnit, Jared, what did you do?

I always knew Jared was a risky card with his lifestyle of drugs, women, and powerful friends, but bringing him in opened government doors. He’s the reason we secured the audience with the President and why the company took off.

“Lilian,” says my personal assistant, snapping me out of my thoughts. “A word outside.”

The urgency in his eyes tells me enough. I nod and follow him.

The office is open-plan, except for my office and the glass-enclosed rooms for confidential meetings. We step outside, and I immediately know it’s something bad.

“What is it?” I snap. Dave is good, but far too soft and emotional for my taste.

He holds up his phone with horror in his eyes. A news report plays.

Jared Sutton, 45, was found dead in his Manhattan penthouse last night. Officials say it was an overdose, though investigations are ongoing…

My eyes freeze on the screen. My mind races.

“Fuck,” I breathe out as something cold rushes through my stomach. I don’t care about Jared; I care about my company and my reputation. Everything from here on will be a mess.

I can’t tell what exactly it is, but I have a very strange gut feeling about what I just read.

Focus! I command myself, trying to get back into strategy mode. I’ve never been emotional; what mattered were numbers and results, but I can’t shake the feeling that’s crawling up on me.

“I’ll handle the room,” I say. “We’ll have to review the books; a death the day before an IPO screams suspicion. Everything has to be perfect. The police will show up, and I want to give them everything they need so there won't be any further questioning and digging. And we’ll need a board meeting. Call them in.”

Whatever happens, an investigation into the company—and, therefore, me—cannot occur.

The day and night are a nightmare. The stock exchange halts the IPO pending clarification—millions, if not billions, evaporate. The board roasts me. And I find irregularities in the books that no one can explain because it was Jared’s scope.

“Cops are here,” my assistant says. It’s 8:30 p.m.

I rest my head in my hands. My straight blonde hair falls into my face, hiding my exhaustion. I have to pull myself together.

“Can I get you anything?” Dave asks. “You didn’t eat. I can stall the police.”

“No,” I say and get up, straighten my suit and roll my shoulders —business mode it is. “I’m seeing them now.”

Dave nods. “Conference two.”

I walk down the corridor with confidence. The whole floor buzzes, occupied with damage control.

At a glance, the visitors look federal. I expected it. Probably the FBI. My eyes land on the man in a black suit with a slim tie, then linger on the very muscular woman in tight pants. My weakness for trained women betrays me, and I let my gaze linger a second too long on her.

“Miss Knightley,” the woman says straight forward, shaking my hand. “Agents Reese.” She nods to her colleague. “And Park, FBI. We’re here to talk about Jared Sutton.”

“I assumed. I saw the media coverage. We’re in total shock. Any news?”

“We’re working on it. We’d like to ask you a few questions.”

“Please.” I gesture to the chairs.

“When’s the last time you heard from him?” Agent Reese asks.

“Two days ago. We worked late. He left around ten to meet friends at a bar downtown. My assistant can get you the footage of that day.”

“We’d appreciate that. Did you know about his drug use?”

“Everyone knew. He was a risk, but his network outweighed his…extracurriculars. He never showed signs at work. He was punctual, thorough, and well-prepared. Always on top of his game.”

“Did his death benefit you?”

I laugh genuinely.

“His death is a disaster. The IPO is halted, investors are panicking, and the media is tearing us apart. We handle sensitive data. His death threatens everything.”

“Anyone who might want to stop the IPO or harm your company?”

“I can give you a list of threats we got so far—physical and digital. I’ve received enough death threats to hire three bodyguards. People want to shut us down.”

“Enemies of Sutton?” Reese asks. Her green eyes study me like she can read my bones. In any other setting, I’d absolutely make a move.

“Jared had powerful friends. That alone puts someone in danger.”

“Ever see him fight with anyone?”

“Nothing worth mentioning. Just normal disagreements regarding our business.”

“Specify?” Agent Park asks; he’s the silent, observant type.

“He always pushed for exponential growth. Sometimes into paths I wasn’t willing to go.”

“Illegal paths?” Park asks.

“He pushed boundaries. But I never let him overstep. I’d never risk the company.”

“You seem prepared,” Park notes.

“I always am. That’s why I’m as successful as I am.”

They ask for the footage and the threat list. I provide it.

Before they leave, I ask, “So you think he was murdered?”

“We’re gathering information,” Agent Reese says. “A death this close to an IPO, the nature of your business, his connections—you understand.”

They advise me to be careful. As if I’m not already.

“He had the same protection as I do,” I say. “If not more extensive.”

“Did he ever mention why he needed so much protection?”

“We all need protection. Jared was a bit paranoid sometimes, but we all received death threats. There were open protests. I once had a dead rat stabbed onto my front door. He had an unknown powder in the mail. People love threatening us. I always believed that since I’m the CEO and the one who had the idea, I’m the main target, especially as a woman.”

The agents leave, and the moment the door slides closed, my mask drops. A rare moment of vulnerability crushes me and makes me roll back my shoulders. I can’t tell what it is, but that sensation in me is rooted in fear. Fear of being next, or worse, the past catching up with me.

He died in his own home, they were Pro’s, whispers the fear in me.

“It was an overdose,” I tell myself sharply. His drug use has been extensive. He crashed often. Maybe he simply overdid it.

Still, I text my bodyguard Doug to be on high alert, not that he wouldn’t be.

Six hours later, I leave the office with Doug by my side, and we step into the Manhattan night. He’s the only person I trust right now. My body is worn out, and my mind acts like a squirrel on cocaine. I glance left and right constantly, expecting someone to jump at me.

Nothing whatsoever happens. Doug’s hand, guiding me softly to the armoured car, calms me. He seems to be less on edge than I am.

My brownstone on the Upper East Side means peace, usually. But tonight, fear overcomes me and chews on my insides like a growling monster waiting for me to snap.

Jared had security, too. Look where that got him, a voice in me whispers.

“Doug,” I say, leaning forward. “Break the routine. I want a hotel. High security. Book it under a false name, and decoy the house.”

“Yes, Lil, of course.”

The Ritz-Carlton checks me in twenty minutes later. After a thorough sweep of the room, a glass of red wine, and several deep breaths, I feel safe enough to call Jared’s security.

“It’s me, Lilian,” I say as soon as they pick up. “Tell me what you know.”

Jared’s head of security tells me what happened and how no one entered or exited the apartment around the time of his death. He also tells me that Jared got a new delivery of cocaine this week.

Room service arrives mid-call.

A gorgeous red-haired woman pushes in the cart—long legs, incredible ass. Doug checks her with a quick body search and nods to me. I gesture for her to come in and set the plate down. She arranges everything perfectly, plates, food, cutlery, and I love it. My life runs on perfection, from my meals to my business.

“And you know nothing?” I ask the head of security. “Nothing on the cameras?”

“No, nothing.”

“Do you believe the OD story?” I ask, watching the woman bend over the table to set the flowers right, giving me the perfect view of her ass.

Damn. I feel a tingling in my core. Stressful days always drive me towards sexual release.

Any other day, I’d absolutely make a move, but today I am too exhausted and stressed out.

“At this point, likely,” the man says through the phone. “Either they were like ghosts, or he finally overdid it.”

My fear screams it wasn’t an overdose. But fear is never a good consultant, so I shut the voice out.

“Keep me updated. I want everything, even the stuff that doesn’t land with the cops.”

Another surge of fear rolls through my body. Jared had many secrets, and if any of them are unveiled, it will cause vultures to haunt me, and none of it can happen. I need to get my hands on what Jared had, especially what he had on me.

“Of course, ma’am,” says the Head of Security.

I hang up.

“Here,” I say to the woman, as I walk up to her, handing her a ten-dollar bill. Her scent is an unobtrusive vanilla, fitting the overall innocent impression I have of her. She meets my eyes briefly, gives a tiny curtsey, and steps back. Damn hot, such a pretty shyness. And those green eyes…

I grab her hand, our fingers meet, and the moment I do, a tingling runs through my body.

A longing desire.

I stare at her.

I don’t even know what I am doing here.

I can’t get distracted.

Not right now.

I let go of her, and she stares at me as if she has seen a ghost, before she turns and hurries away.

I watch the soft fabric caress her ass as she leaves. But I can’t. I have to control my impulses. I turn to Doug as the woman leaves.

“Doug, we need to get the files before anybody else does,” I say as he closes the door.
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Iwalk down the corridor leading to the service elevator and slip inside. My heart pounds way too fast from what just happened. The way she grasped my hand. What I just felt, the sensation spreading through me, None of it can be. None.

Focus on something else, I tell myself as I press my back into the cold surface of the elevator wall. What did you just overhear?

There are files. Files she needs to get. Files from Jared Sutton’s system. The files that implicate her. I am more than sure that Lilian Anne Knightley isn’t just anyone; she’s a predator herself. A damn hot one, but dangerous. Cold. Calculating.

The elevator door closes, and I breathe in and out as I press the button leading to the service floor. The hotel was a risky, improvised move I made after watching Lilian all day. I need access to her. I need to validate what I found.

I check the phone to see if the spyware I used to exploit her phone is working. Just a few minutes of close-by presence, and it exploits a phone in such a sinister way that it should be forbidden. But over the years, I have become very… resourceful, especially when it comes to the digital underworld.

With a brief scan of Lilian’s phone, I glance over the installed apps and the photos.

I stop at a selfie of Lilian kissing a light-brown-haired woman with messy hair in such a lucious way that I can’t take my eyes off it.

“Huh,” I say.

Of all the people, I never would’ve imagined Lilian Anne Knightley to be a girl’s girl. But then I was wrong about her being clean.

Her public image is so straight and perfect—although those are always the ones with the darkest secrets. And the most dangerous ones, because their real selves are hidden behind a mask.

I bite my lip because I love a dangerous woman.

I slip the phone into my pocket and get ready to drop the impersonation of the shy service personnel. Doing so is a routine for me like brushing my teeth. Evading surveillance, removing the optical clues like lenses, glasses, wig, and clothes.

By the time I reach my disguised apartment in the Meatpacking District, I’ve erased every trace of who I was an hour ago.

If anyone were to ask me who I am behind all those roles I step into, I couldn’t tell. My past has made me become a shadow. A shadow with only one purpose: Revenge.

The revenge I’ll never get.

Murderous anger boils up in me.

I needed to kill and torture Sutton.

It was all I ever wanted.

And now?

Now I am left with anger, rage, and an unsatisfied need for revenge.

I need a relief.

Tension relief.

And I don’t care how.

I fall onto my Japanese bed on the floor and grab a vibrator from my nightstand. I slide it over my labia and my clit with rhythmical stroking. I close my eyes.

My mind wanders to Lilian Knightley. Target. Suspect. Fucking hot. Someone I can never have, nor want, because I have rules. Rules I never break, not even bend. But for my fantasy? Oh, I will use her in it, make her do what I want, and then, she’ll be my release, because I could not kill Sutton.

I imagine what it would feel like to have Lilian lick me, tied up and begging for me to let her go.

But I won’t let her go.

A moan leaves my throat as I put more pressure on the vibrator and let more images run through my mind.

I am standing, and Lilian is kneeling in front of me, eyes on the floor until I cage her jaw with my hand to pull her chin up. Her eyes are filled with tears; she knows what is about to happen, she knows what she has done. Her icy blue eyes, framed by the blond hair, bore into mine. She isn’t used to being told what to do and handled against her will, which I enjoy immensely.

I rub the vibrator over my clit and roll my hips against my hand.

She squeals as I push her back, but I don’t give her any time to think or get up. I pull her legs straight before I sit down on her face.

Be a good girl, I tell her in my imagination. Lick me and fuck me with your tongue. Bite, and I’ll snap your head.

I moan louder as my body imagines the sensation it would produce.

I imagine pushing her up and back. Choking her.

That desperate look in her eyes.

Yes? Anything you wish to say?

A wonderful tingling sensation rushes through my core as I roll my hips against the pressure of my hand, before waves of my orgasm roll through me as the Lilian in my imagination gets unconscious.

I pant in blissful relief as it spreads through me. I love getting myself off on movies and images in my mind, especially those that include choking.

I can finally think straight again.

There has yet to come the person who makes me come during real sex, and it might never happen, because I trust no one, never will. I’m okay with it. I fuck with others solely for the pleasure of getting new ideas to play through in my mind. My life doesn’t go well with relationships of any kind anyway. Not that I want one. Other people are annoying.

I still can’t understand how other people have to be in a relationship to be happy. To me, it’s probably the worst thing in the world—having another human around me who has feelings and wants, worst case, to cuddle? Eww.

The only thing I do is fuck. As anonymously as possible, which is usually very unsatisfying. None of the women I have been with has ever made me come; they never stimulated my mind, so I take them into my fantasy to make up the stories of what I really want.

What I want is breath-taking thrill to test the limit of human existence, consuming desire, and devouring submission. None of it have I found in real life, so I am perfectly fine with releasing my needs with my fantasy alone.

The phone I have set up as a clone of Lilian’s phone vibrates, forces me to get up.

I stare at the display before I listen in to the call Lilian is making, but I tune out the more time passes. All these business people with their boring lives, I can’t listen to the slickness.

I plug the phone in and mirror it onto a larger screen. I scan through everything, but nothing suggests that Sutton’s data was correct. Lilian either has vanished everything, or Sutton made it up to get something from her. After all, we live in an age of AI and Deepfakes.

But why would he? To blackmail her to do what? It makes no sense at all.

Lilian comes from a powerful family; maybe she managed to erase the evidence through influence?

Moreover, I am not getting anywhere with the question of who killed Sutton.

“Damnit!” I curse.

Sutton was mine to kill.

Mine.

And someone got to him before me.

Someone took my revenge from me.

Someone professional.

Or very close, I tell myself in my mind.

My mind wanders to Lilian. Could she have done it? But I watched her, and had her watched and tracked by the DeAngelo’s sisters. If it were her, there would be some digital trail of it. Only there ain’t any.

I have to find another way to validate my findings. Although I am certain they are real. Why should Sutton have fake videos and photos of Lilian? There is no way he managed to fake all of it. But I wouldn’t be me if I were not thorough.

And if I were completely honest, I would admit that I already know what to do. I’ll do what I always do. I become the person who is needed to provide the information.

I know the effect I had on Lilian when I impersonated the room service employee—It’ll be a home run to get close to Lilian through the impersonation until Lilian can’t resist, but trust me.

I walk over to the mirror and look at myself—the lean woman with the brown hair and hazel eyes. After all this time, after all the people I had to become to get to Sutton, after all the training of becoming who I am, I have no idea if that truly is me or some byproduct I had to become in the meantime.

It also doesn’t matter who I am. Maybe it is for the better that I don’t know who I am. The words of my mentor find their way into my mind, the one who took me in and trained me as the lethal weapon I am now.

“You are meant to be a nobody. Being a shadow is what makes you deadly.”

I am a shadow. I am a killer. I am ridding the world of all the assholes. I repeat my mantra in my head.

I grab some comfort clothes and sit down at the desk to develop the character I need to step into so that Lilian will inevitably let me in.

Lilian has perfect feathers; none of them could ever be ruffled. I saw her delight after I arranged the silverware; she likes organized perfection—needs it.

I write down a few keywords to shape the character I am about to become. I follow a three-quarters rule: three parts of what Lilian likes and feels drawn to, and one quarter of what she dislikes, to make it feel like a challenge for her.

Seducing a person is, in the end, a mathematical equation, and I am all about logic. Everything in the universe, even the chaos, follows a logic, and so do humans. It is about giving them what they want by understanding how they perceive the world, which is why I am as good as I am.

Over the following days, I develop a backstory for the woman I will become. Where she is from, her desires and failures, her most significant pain points, her weaknesses and strengths. I teach myself to speak differently, adopt a different accent, and learn the local habits, words, and people of the fake hometown.

When I feel certain enough, I change my appearance. Instead of a wig, I color my hair in a natural orange-red, put in the colored lenses, and get an entire wardrobe that fits the character.

I get all the necessary documents and an official bank account with a payment history that roughly fits my character’s MO. There is nothing you cannot get in the depths of the internet if you have enough money and know your way.

I get an apartment in Dumbo that fits the character and style, in a way my impersonation would: a cheap apartment in a rundown building right by the subway.

“Hi, I’m Ella,” I say to myself, glancing at my new self in the mirror as a subway rushes past the apartment I now live in. The floor vibrates slightly, just as the glasses in the old glass shelf do.

“Oh, you mean me? I’m sorry, Ella Larsen, nice to meet you.”

I play through several rounds of introduction and small talk in the mirror. The more I talk, the more comfortable I get. Taking on a new personality is something magical. Like getting another fresh and clean chance at life.

As a next step, I start going outside. I talk to people in the neighborhood, tell them my story, and make them remember my face and my name. I smile heartwarmingly, listen to their stories and backstories, build superficial friendships, and become part of a community gardening project.

And while I do become Ella, I research. I listen to Lilian’s conversations and comb through more data. What I recognize most is how scared she is, even as she pretends she isn't.

“Whom are you hiding from?” I ask myself as I listen to the fifth call in one day with an experienced bodyguard and an ex-secret-service agent, with whom she discusses security protocols.

I get suspicious because Sutton’s death has been declared as an overdose, although I am quite sure it wasn’t. Lilian, however, should feel safer, but somehow she is more on edge than ever. Maybe, because she knows something I don’t. Maybe I’m missing something. Maybe Sutton’s death posed a threat to her because there was more than the official business. Maybe she was part of his organization. Part of what he did in silence and secret. If so, she will be the one I kill for my revenge.

But therefore, I must know. I have to be sure.

After three weeks of getting nowhere, I decide it is time to make a move on her.

Tomorrow will be the day. My heart beats faster at the thought of tomorrow. I like the thrill. Finally meeting my target, seeing how good my preparation was—A wave of anticipation rolls through me.

After a wonderful night’s sleep, I prepare for my move by following my character's routine as she searches for a new job after being “fake-fired” from her fake job. I check nearby restaurants and diners for open positions. All of it is a farce, of course.

When it’s roughly time for Lilian’s routine leave of the office, I draw in closer. The nearby Chelsea Market gives me an excellent opportunity to watch her leave through the glass front stairs of her company’s building. Lilian always takes the stairs, and I wonder why.

There is only a small window of time between leaving the office and stepping into the car. My move needs to be perfect.

It is already dark outside, and Manhattan has become a buzzing firework of lights. I watch her walk down the stairs through the lit glass stairway. She’s wearing a female suit in bordeaux with black heels, and a bodyguard is shadowing her. The impression of her is so hot, I almost drool.

The car turns up.

I remove my eyes. It’s time to play.

I focus on sadness, shed some fake tears, smear a little mascara, and walk fast down the sidewalk, cramming in my bag.

From the corner of my eye, I see the door opening. I turn back, faking as if someone was after me, and then I crash into her.

“Oh god,” I cry out, glancing at the stumbling Lilian and putting a hand on her forearm, “I’m so sorry. I didn’t—” I stop deliberately, bend down to grasp my glasses, glance around me, and aim to hurry away.

“Hey!” I hear Lilian call after me, “Wait!”

I stop and turn around anxiously.

“Are you ok?” she asks, closing the distance between us, and I nod, looking at the ground and aiming to leave again.

She grasps my arm, stares at my well-chosen lesbian flag bracelet, and I have to fight a smirk as the sensation of success burns through me.

“I have seen you before,” Lilian says, “You work at the Ritz, don’t you?”

“N-not anymore,” I stammer and glance nervously behind Lilian.

Lilian follows my gaze, the bodyguard as well.

“Is there someone following you?”

“I-I don’t know, there was this man, he’s been watching me for a while now, I think, and when I left the market, he grabbed me and told me, ‘I’ll have you all’. I just ran. I⁠—”

I glance at Lilian with wide eyes, playing my role well.

“Is he there still?” Lilian asks.

“No, I can’t see him—” I crane my neck and turn around. “I’m so sorry I bumped into you, I didn’t mean to, I was just⁠—”

Lilian interrupts me. “Don’t you worry. Where do you live? Let me call you a cab.”

“No, no, I’ll walk, the subway is around the corner and⁠—”

“I’m not letting you walk when there is someone after you,” says Lilian in a very bossy voice.

“I-I don’t have money for a cab,” I say, and avert my eyes back to the ground. “It’s okay, I’ll take the sub,” I add and try to walk.

Suddenly, my body tenses. I can’t tell what it is, probably my instincts, but my eyes shoot up and glance around. It feels like the cold night air has frozen, and everything around me runs in slow motion.

I see the little red laser point at Lilian, and I react without hesitation.

“Down!” shouts the bodyguard, and as Lilian still grasps my arm, unaware of what the bodyguard and I saw, I swirl-push her back and lounge us both out of the shooting line. I hear a bullet cut through the air; it rushes by my ear.

I hit the hard concrete with Lilian in my arms. The impact's pain pulsates through my shoulder and back. There is this one infinite moment of a nanosecond, where Lilian stares at me, fear in her eyes as she realizes what just happened.

It takes all my willpower to resist the urge to become my killer self and act like a professional. I have to keep my cover, keep my role, or it will all be in vain.

The bodyguard pulls away Lilian. I immediately jump into the safety of the car’s body, too, pretend to be scared, and grasp my throbbing shoulder as I lean against the front wheel.

Breathe and focus, I tell myself. You’re Ella. Ella would panic.

Lilian is pulled in the car as a second bodyguard appears next to me with a drawn gun. It’s only then that I become aware of the other people around me.

There is shouting and screaming.

I glance at the glass front of Lilian’s company, and the bullet has hit one of the huge windows, and it has splintered into a million pieces.

“You hurt?” asks the bodyguard, with one brief glance at me before he returns to scanning over the opposite building with the drawn gun.

“It’s minor, hit my shoulder, but I’m okay, I think,” I say. “I saw—what the hell is going on?” I ask with a shaky voice, pretending to be scared. Honestly, whoever the shooter was couldn’t have picked a better moment. All of it plays into my cards.

“Get in the car,” orders the bodyguard.

“I—I—but shouldn’t we wait for the police?” I ask as innocently as possible. Of course, I don’t want to wait for the police, but I have to keep my cover.

“Get the fuck in,” he says in a harsh voice, telling me he is under stress.

I glance at him and the car, shake my head, get up, and run—deliberately leaving my bag behind.

I can’t have the closeness right now. What I do need is a careful insertion of my persona into a life, not a life-or-death moment of weakness.

Gladly, the bodyguard does not follow me.

I run down the stairs to the subway, where I slip in whatever line it is.

Panting heavily, I walk to the end of the carriage and sink onto a seat, taking in the mixing scent of people who apparently hate deodorant and the suits who meant too well with their perfume. The good thing about the New York Subway is that everyone just minds their own business.

My mind is wide awake, assessing every angle of what has happened as I scan the crowd for a potential threat, while the subway rattles through the underground tunnels. I categorize all the new information I got.

First of all, I am one hundred per cent certain now Sutton did not die from an overdose. He was murdered by someone else, the same someone who tried to kill Lilian, which rules her out as Sutton’s killer, but makes it even more likely she was in on his underground network.

Whoever is after her has to be professional, that’s for sure.

If all goes well, the bodyguard will take my bag, and it will be enough for Lilian to have a desire triggered and reach out. If not, I will have a reason to return for my bag. I’m ready for whatever happens, even if Lilian contacts the hotel to check Ella’s story.

I get off the subway at High Street and walk the four blocks leading to the Dumbo apartment. I love the darkness of night, which allows me to disappear into it. I have always been a lover of the night.

I turn the corner leading to the apartment as a subway rushes loudly over the bridge above me with that distinct metallic rattling sound.

There’s a black SUV standing in front of the entrance door. The door opens, and for one tiny second, a flutter rushes through my stomach. I made many enemies over the years, and while I generally leave no trace, I’m still prepared for anyone finding me. My body readies itself to fight, just in case⁠—

I hold my breath for a moment as I see a man get out of the car, until I recognize him as Lilian’s bodyguard. Relief spreads through my chest.

I knew it, I tell myself in my mind, because it couldn’t have gone any better.

“Miss Larsen,” says the bodyguard. “You lost something.” He hands me my bag.

I smile vaguely.

“Thank you,” I say, take the bag, and aim to get into the building.

“My employer wishes a word with you,” he says. “Get in the car.”

I turn my head slightly.

“I’d rather get home now,” I say as I put the key into the lock. “It was a long day. Maybe some other time.”

“My employer doesn’t take no as an answer,” he says.

“Well,” I say, turning with a weak smile as I push open the heavy door. “She has to this time.”

And I walk without looking back, fighting to keep a grin off my face. Lilian truly is a predator. One that gets whatever she wants.

Not with me.

Not getting what they want is the worst for people like Lilian, and I will absolutely use that to get close to her.
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Iwatch the door close through the window of the car.

Never before has someone turned me down. It is a new feeling, one I dislike. I am used to getting what I want, when I want, and however I want it.

I can’t even tell why I am here. I should be everywhere else after what happened, but there was this one infinite moment of glancing into her eyes⁠—

Let it go, I tell myself in my mind. She’s not what you want.

Only I can’t, because the truth is, I want her. I want to touch her, dominate her, make her obey. Maybe it is a delayed stress response I have because she was the one who saved me.

Saved me from being murdered on an open street.

I shake my head as if to evade an invisible fly and roll back my shoulders.

“What do you want me to do, Lil?” asks Doug.

“Let her be for now, maybe she’s in shock. Just drive,” I say, way more empathetic than I usually would. My body feels still shaky, and I can’t stop yawning.

We drive all the way through Brooklyn and the Suburbs. I stare outside the window into the night, with a whole lot of emotions in me. I can’t tell if I am glad or annoyed, and it takes another half hour until my hands finally stop shaking.

Exhaustion rushes through my body, and only then do I realize how tense I have been.

“Do we know anything about who it was?” I finally ask.

“The cameras caught a reflection of the shooter; it came from the opposite building, third level. We’ll plug the government systems in to check every single person who went in or out. I’m certain we’ll find a match. Almost every corner is covered with cameras there.”

Question after question surges through my brain. None of which I can answer. I close my eyes.

There is only one thing I now know: Jared’s death was not an overdose.

Goosebumps spread over my arms as I realize how much worse everything is. I open my eyes and pull out my phone to dial Jared’s head of security.

“It’s me, Lilian,” I say when he answers. “Did you check your systems? And I mean his personal vault, did you check for breaches?”

“Yes, but we couldn’t find anything.”

“Nothing?”

“Nothing,” he says.

“I’d like to check it,” I say. “Under the clause of his contract, I can invoke that right to access company data anyway. I have different means to check a system.”

There is a moment of silence.

“Sure, Lilian. The feds cleared everything anyway, and Jared has left his empire to no one, so who cares?”

Secretly, I hope it will give me the chance to get the files Jared had on me. But if the feds didn’t get to it, I am not so sure I will, even with Zeus and our RATs.

I thank the man and hang up.

“If you ask me,” says my bodyguard, “Jared died of an overdose, and today was a separate incident. It has been three weeks, too much time passed, different MO.”

“I don’t know, Doug. My feeling tells me otherwise.”

“You’re scared,” he says without further elaboration. Doug has been with me for all these years now. He’s been my protection since I turned twenty-five. As far as I trust people, he is the one. And the only one I allow to point me towards the things I may not see so clearly.

“I am, and yet my gut feeling has never misled me. Let's just get to Jared’s. We’re gonna breach the systems. I want to investigate that ourselves.”

Only there is nothing to be found. I comb through his systems with meticulous care, but there is nothing there. Worst of all, I can’t find the data I was hoping to erase. The system is clean, almost too clean.

I also watch all the security footage. The entire apartment is filled with cameras, except his bedroom and the bathrooms.

“Who’s that?” I ask the Head of Security as I watch Jared enter the apartment with an extremely hot, brown-haired woman.

“A pickup from a bar,” says the man. “Was cleared because she was in a hotel at the time of the death.”

“What’s she writing on the wall?”

“Her bank account number, he transferred money to her, um, for services on his body, I believe. She was checked and turned out legit.”

I sigh. “Did the autopsy bring anything?”

“Lethal level of amphetamines, and high blood alcohol that would knock out an elephant.”

“Makes sense,” I say, while my gut still tells me there’s something not right.

I check all log files once more and verify the timestamps. They all fit.

As a final act, I let an extension of Zeus collect data on every incoming and outgoing data stream. It matches the packages with what was logged with the tower, and then I see it.

Ten minutes after Jared’s estimated time of death, a 100-gigabyte package had been transferred and not logged.

There you are, I say in my mind, as I make a snapshot of it and save the sequence. I browse further and repeat the same action to keep the exact spot hidden, because as of this moment, anyone in Jared’s team is guilty until proven otherwise.

“Anything you found?” asks the Head of Security.

“Nothing of relevance. Looks clean so far,” I say, and add, “I thought there was something, but it turned out to be a dead end. I guess it was an OD after all. I’m also going to invoke clause thirty-one of his contract to copy and wipe any company data, just so you know.”

“Of course,” he says, and lets me be.

My chance to copy the entire system and then wipe everything that might be there.

Two hours later, I walk back outside with Doug. I don’t let anything show on my face before we are in the car.

“I found something,” I say the moment the door shuts. “Someone logged in, transferred data, and manipulated the files very professionally. I only caught it because I could access the tower's transmission protocols through Zeus. As of now, his team and everyone are suspects. Jared was murdered, and someone accessed his systems. I was right.”

“Are you telling the cops?”

“No. I couldn’t find the data he had on me. I can’t risk it.”

“What if he bullshitted you?” says Doug, as he glances briefly at me through the rear mirror with his intense blue eyes.

“No, I saw the photo. He had something.”

“Any chance you didn’t catch a single photo?”

“Zeus' facial recognition would’ve. I am quite sure someone took it, someone who knew what they were looking for and what they’re after.”

A queasy sensation spreads through my stomach area. I cannot have those pictures appear anywhere, and yet I know what will happen. Someone knew, and someone came after them. Jared had probably made a million enemies over the past years; one of them might have finally snapped.

“Anyway, I made a copy of everything. I am going to find out who that was.”

“That’s a job for the cops, Lil.”

“And risk finding the person who took the evidence? Absolutely not. I am not going to prison for it.”

“Could be framed, AI-generated, whatever. We can make a story out of that, I’m sure that bulldog of a lawyer you pay will find a way out of it,” says Doug. “But leading a murder investigation?”

“It’s liability,” I say dismissively. I will not discuss the matter further. After everything that happened today, I should go to sleep and start fresh tomorrow. Only if it weren’t for the part of me that wants to release the tension I feel in my body. I grab my phone automatically.

My thumb hovers over her name. Mae. It’s been a year since we ended whatever thing that was, and now⁠—

I really shouldn’t do it, it’s not going anywhere.

I press the name anyway.

“Yes?” asks Mae as she answers the call.

“It’s me, Lil,” I say.

I’m an idiot.

“I know it’s been a long time⁠—“

“It has,” says Mae with her beautiful, calming voice. “I can’t really talk right now, I’m at my girlfriend’s, we’re about to go out.”

My girlfriends. Fuck.

“Oh,” I say. “I’m sorry. Never mind,” I add and hang up. So, Mae has moved on.

I want to drown in the defeat for a moment, but I tell myself to get a grip on myself. I have to suck it up. At least I have everything else in life. Success. Money. Assets. And the security that comes with it.
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KAT
PLAYLIST: CINDERELLA’S DEAD – EMELINE



Ilisten closely to every word Lilian says on the phone and to her bodyguard. First of all, it is rare that I meet a person with her wit and understanding of technology. It also tells me she is not to be underestimated. Comparing log data with tower data is not only brilliant but also requires access.

And I would admire her for it, if not for the confirmation that everything I found in Sutton’s system is legit, and she is, in fact, guilty of something. She knew about a personal digital vault. She doesn’t want to go to prison for something.

Not to forget, that there’s definitely another player in the game, because I wasn’t the one who deleted the files or changed the logs. I would not be so foolish as to transmit via tower, which is why I chose the attack in person. Whoever did it did so remotely. Meaning, there must be a trail somewhere.

What I find even more interesting is the call Lilian made to the woman, probably an ex-girlfriend, although there is no official record of Lilian ever appearing anywhere with a girlfriend or anything close to it. I thought Lilian was more of a when-done-done type, but then, I also didn’t think she was into girls at all.

“Maybe a booty call,” I murmur to myself as I roll over in my bed to check my laptop again for anything on my side projects, meaning the Prime Minister and the CEO, before I get a couple of hours of sleep.

The next morning comes, and I leave the house, not because I must, but because a black Escalade has been lingering in front of my door for three hours now.

I get down, and her other bodyguard is sitting behind the wheel. I walk outside, and the moment I do, he gets outside.

A sigh leaves my throat.

“She really doesn’t take no for an answer?” I ask.

“Correct,” says the man stiffly and opens the door.

I lurk inside and see it’s empty.

“Miss Knightley would like to invite you for a coffee,” he says. After everything I overheard yesterday, it almost sounds like Lilian was lonely or horny.

Don’t do it, I tell myself in my head. If what I found proves indefinitely, which seems at this point highly likely, I will kill her. I have the photos. I have the videos. I have her indirect confession. The only thing I don’t have is the knowledge of how deeply she is entwined with Sutton’s organization. But the way it is right now between her and me is close enough to get the job done.

“Tell her to get used to it,” I say, turn and walk away.

The bodyguard groans, not that I care.

While I walk to the subway station, I stay aware of my surroundings, as always. Reaching the station, I change my plan and instead walk further as I hear some street music, a saxophone, playing.

There is some live jazz music underneath the Dumbo archway.

A genuine smile appears on my face, because this right here is what I love so much about New York City. Random people, no questions asked, everyone welcome. The suit vibing with the homeless person, the single mother with her kids, the shy man dancing with himself—everyday people. And all of them have their secrets. Like me. The con artist. The killer. The broken one. And yet, here no one cares. No one asks questions.

“Here,” says a female voice suddenly behind me, and it takes all my strength not to act as a hypervigilant killer, but as a normal person.

I see a beautiful hand with long fingers and perfectly manicured nails holding out a coffee for me to take. I glance over my shoulder.

Lilian. Tall. Blonde. Perfectly dressed to fit in, casual yet elegant. Two—no, three—bodyguards lurking in the shadows.

“You’re worse than men in taking a ‘no’, you know that, right?” I ask her without saying hello.

“Others would call it determination,” Lilian says, a smirk on her face.

“Or desperation,” slips from my mouth. Lilian stares at me intensely; my words touched her.

Keep your cover, I tell myself. So, I take the coffee.

“How are you?” asks Lilian.

“Fine,” I say without looking at her, but focusing my eyes on one of the saxophonists. The saxophone solo goes straight into my chest.

“Are you taken, or what is the reason you block my interest?” asks Lilian out of the blue, and I choke on my coffee. There are a million things I want to answer her, but I can’t say any of them.

“No,” I say, “I’m not. Just not interested.”

“Why?” she asks, not letting it go.

“Because of this. You rich people think you own the world and are so perfect that everyone wants you, adores you, jumps because you say so,” I say harsher than I wanted to. I don’t even look at her as I empty the coffee in one go and walk away.

I groan internally when I hear her follow me.

She grabs my arm to stop me, her consuming scent of fruit and oak washes over me, a very present and dominant perfume, which fits her perfectly.

“I would have a job for you,” she says, catching me completely off guard. A smirk hushes over my face. Not because of the offer, but because of how Lilian operates and what she reveals to me by it.

I turn—intrigued.

“And then what? I work for you, and you hit on me any other day?”

“No,” Lilian says, and I see who she really is for the first time. “More like a mutual agreement.”

“I see,” I say, as the dots connect on why Lilian has never been seen with a girlfriend or anything before. And in any other situation, I would have said yes. Because mutual agreements and superficial sex are exactly how I operate. But not Ella Larsen.

“Think about it,” says Lilian, and hands me a card with a handwritten number on it. “I heard you studied some semesters of Psychology in Copenhagen. I’m sure you could make a lot more in my area of work than in hotel service.”

I really have to fight the dangerous smirk that wants to appear on my face.

“You heard,” I repeat what she said, drawing up an eyebrow. “More like you researched me properly to know where to get me. Like I said, you rich people who believe they can own anyone.”

Lilian takes a step closer and whispers without looking at me. “I also know that you’re here undocumented. I can change that.”

A shudder shoots through my spine.

I am distracted by what she said and by how she said it. Her tone switched into something very different, something threatening and predatory, something I have heard before. Something Sutton has said to me in almost the same way all those years ago.

I freeze.

My body tenses as I am taken back to when I was fourteen. Undocumented. Naive. Volatile.

Images flash through my mind.

Air gets scarce.

Not right now.

I can’t go back there right now.

I’m Ella, I tell myself in my mind. Ella Larsen. Who has fake documents, yes. Because Ella is a fake person.

All of this is fake.

Hi, I’m Ella Larsen. Oh yeah, I’m from Denmark, yes. Someday, maybe, yes. I love tending a community garden. Oh, you too? That’s so nice.

I replay a fake conversation in my head.

And my body calms.

I can breathe again.

“Is that so?” I ask to keep my cover. She has watched me closely. She’ll think Ella is scared of getting busted. That’ll work.

I’m Ella.

“One call. Think about it,” she says with a knowing grin and turns to leave me standing there.

I am close to snapping, a heavy rock in my stomach.

She walks away in her high heels over the cobblestones as if it were a flat runway. With an ass from heaven. Deliberate steps of confidence. Framed by two bodyguards.

I watch her being driven off with two black Escalades, before I stare at the card in my hands. I have to remind myself, physically, what the real thing is.

She knew what Sutton did.

She was part of it, I am sure now.

She’s like him.

Luring in women with the promise of papers.

She is guilty.

She has to die.

I shake my head and draw my shoulders back. I have to kill her. Soon.

But first, I have to find out who else is after her. Because that other player has been looking for information, too. Information to kill for and go to the length of hiding the traces. I want to know who it is and why.

I sit down as I listen to the saxophones play a beautiful piece for another moment, thinking about what I am going to do next. With each passing minute, my body calms further.

Maybe the best thing is to get some distance between her and me for right now. I could take care of the Prime Minister first.

I can’t have the closeness. It just can’t be. I can’t get triggered by her. But I also have the chance to find out how she is doing it and get to the depths of the organization.

I jump up and walk. I have to blow off whatever just happened. My feet carry me all the way through Dumbo to Brooklyn, and it is night when I sit down by the piers to glance at the illuminated city I love.

I still have the card in my hand and stare at it again, before I do something fundamentally stupid. I take my phone and dial her number.

“Knightley,” she answers in her bossy tone. I just let it sit a moment with me before I answer.

“Tell me the conditions,” I finally say.

Lilian smiles audibly.

“Give me your email,” Lilian says.

“I know you already have it,” I say, and Lilian huffs out a suppressed laugh.

“I’m sending you a contract, including an NDA, that can be discussed, but let me be very clear with one thing,” Lilian says, and her voice gets darker. “There will be no romance or annoying feelings, are we clear?”

No romance. No feelings. That’s an odd thing to say if you plan to drug and use someone, right? It all makes no sense to me at this point.

I laugh out loud to overplay my confusion, and also because the thought of having feelings is obscene to me. With it, I totally forgot that I am supposed to be Ella Larsen.

“No feelings, huh,” I say. “Scared of getting hurt?”

I really shouldn’t have said it. Never, ever have I been so careless with my cover. Usually, I become the person I impersonate, and everything about me disappears. But something about Lilian makes it impossible for me not to be me, and that fact should not only scare the hell out of me, but make me stay as far away as possible from her.

“No,” Lilian says. “It’s risk management.”

You really are a cold-blooded control freak, I tell her in my mind, something I rather enjoy in women. I like rationality, predictability, coldness, distance, and the arrogance that comes with it—and also the moment when I make them bend for me.

“Send the stuff,” I say, “I’ll let you know.”
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LILIAN
PLAYLIST: SOMETHING JUST LIKE THIS – ANTHONY KEYROUZ, ROMY WAVE



Agrin appears on my face as she hangs up. I am very aware of my ability to get what I desire, and I can’t help but soak in the victory. Of all the things that are happening right now, I needed it. The proof of what I can do. It pushes me, exhilarates me. And it also distracts me from the fact that Mae has moved on.

My fingers search the blank contract I have as a standard. NDA. Rules of Engagement. Compliance. Secretly, I wonder if she’ll do it. From what I found about her, she seems to be a romantic through and through, but after meeting her and the call right now, it dawns on me that there is more to her than she lets on publicly. She is witty, a quick thinker who cuts through superficial bullshit, which makes her even more intriguing to me.

I don’t do romance. I never felt any inclination to have romance in my life. I can fake it to get what I want, but otherwise, I don’t give it a thought. And for most women, it is not enough—exactly the reason why it didn’t work out with Mae.

Romance is for the weak, the love-sick fools. People will do anything for love and romance, and I monetized that knowledge in my first business, becoming a billionaire in the process. Building the dating platform has taught me many things about human psychology, and since we’re building Zeus, I learn every day how careless people are with their emotions online—and how easily they can be steered or traced by them.

Just like Ella. The sweet girl, driven by morality, tries not to step on anyone's feet, but doesn’t know what to do with her life. Three things that make her influencable, formable, steerable.

My father once taught me the most important rule of success: to find the right people, you need to identify their drivers and weaknesses. And when you have done so, you exploit both of them.

I followed his advice, unlike my useless brother, who lives a hippie life on some island as a guru, constantly broke, while I became an influential person in society and am by now so obscenely wealthy that he doesn’t speak to me anymore—the best thing that could ever happen.

Thinking back to my father, I dial his number as I click to send the contract to Ella so I can switch into my business mindset.

“Hi Father,” I say when he answers the phone.

“Lilian,” he answers, “Rough patch?”

“Yes, but manageable. You know I am always prepared.”

“Of course, I taught you so.”

“Where are you right now? Are you in the country?” I ask.

My father generally resides in Monaco; “The climate is the best” for him, he tells us. The climate is nothing but a synonym for young flesh that gives him blowjobs.

Urgh. Just thinking of it makes me shudder.

My father is also the reason why I do contracts. His name floods the magazines any other week because he has been seen with yet another girl who’s a minimum of fifteen years younger than me. It is his weakness, and I learned to live with it.

On the other hand, he is one of the most successful businessmen on this planet. After me. Because I was crowned queen by the Time magazine last year, not him. Something that didn’t sit well with his ego and led to several headlines about him being seen with girls who were speculated to be younger than eighteen.

Something we all tried to reason with him, but our attempts got us shut down.

He is an extraordinary consultant for founders and has helped me get where I am today, which is also why I’m calling.

“Do you need me to be there?” he asks.

“Not necessarily. I was wondering if you have any advice on how to handle the pending approval. The FBI officially classified Jared's death as an overdose, so we should be able to proceed now, shouldn’t we?”

“Depends. I’d bring in a high-profile interim CFO, someone like Ian Wincester or Les Lamont. I can put you in touch. Make an offer that’s above a million and offer shares, above five.”

“That’s a bit much, don’t you think?”

“It’s bait. It shows your willingness to invest. You won’t get them without. They’re both very well connected everywhere, especially on Wall Street. Their name means high-quality work, and it’ll secure you the approval. They’ll turn down the million and make you give them more shares. Be prepared for that.”

Yes, they may be good. But they’ll see within one second that the books aren’t okay. And that’ll be an issue.

“What if I found inconsistencies in Jared’s work?”

“Come on, Lil. You know what to do. Blame it on him; it fits the overdose, guilt. I’ll give Ian a call; he knows how to navigate the waters. Await his call.”

“Thanks, Father.”

“Tell your mother I’ll be there for her birthday if you speak to her. She’s not talking to me right now.”

“What did you do?” I ask, already knowing the answer.

“One of the girls lied about her age, not that I care. But your mother does, you know how she is, all emotional.”

“Meh,” I say. My mother has a valid point, but I can't criticize my father, and he's right that she's too emotional. “I don’t think I’ll talk to her anytime soon. I have better things to do than listen to the fourth season of Banging Phil the Tennis Trainer.”

My father's rich laughter rolls through the speaker.

“That’s my girl,” he says. “See you then, I’ll bring some of the champagne you liked.”

“Look forward to it,” I say with a sardonic tone. Both of us deeply despise my mother’s birthday parties, but attending is inevitable—failure means consequences. My father has done everything possible to avoid his attendance by bringing his sugar babes—that's how my mother started her affair with the tennis trainer, the house decorator, and the twenty-three-year-old cook. Consequently, my father and I drink. A lot.

We hang up, and I stare out of the window for a moment. We are almost at the office. I feel strange setting foot in there after everything that had happened. My head twitches slightly when we come to a halt in front of the office.

“Everything’s checked,” says Doug, “We have eyes everywhere.”

He gets outside and maneuvers me into the company; my eyes linger on the shattered glass where the bullet hit.

“They’re replacing it tomorrow,” says Doug. “Let’s get upstairs.”

I can see he is on full alert, although he never loses his head. He’s been working for me for such a long time now that I can recognize the most minor differences.

I reach our floor as my phone rings. I step into a meeting room and answer; it’s Ian Wincester. My father has briefed him, so Ian gets straight to the point.

We discuss the IPO, the halt, and Jared. I note that there might have been some inconsistencies. I appreciate Ian's efficiency, which stands in contrast to Jared's approach. It's a pleasure to converse with someone as precise as I am. Therefore, I extend him the offer, following my father's advice.

I open my laptop to take notes on the conversation, but I get distracted.

Ella answered my email.

My heart races with anticipation as I click on it.

Tempting, but no.




I read her three words, and my mind shuts down. A smirk appears on my face. I love a brat, and my inner huntress is triggered. I will get you. Now more than ever.

“Lilian, are you there?” I hear Ian say through my phone. I have completely forgotten I was talking to him.

“Sorry, my connection was unstable. Can you repeat what you said? I only got some words,” I say to maneuver myself out of the situation. I have to fucking focus.

“Certainly. I’d suggest we reduce the cash component and reallocate it into equity—preferably options, with standard vesting and IPO acceleration.”

I smirk knowingly; he knows what he is doing.

We agree on terms after several rounds of back-and-forth, but I am certain it’ll be worth it. If I don’t get it done by now, it might become a no-way-back issue, so I agree to the terms.

Ian will arrive on Monday, and I’ll organize everything in the meantime: government clearing, contracts, and compliance.

But before I do anything else, I stare at the email Ella sent me and hit reply.

You


You do know that I don’t take no for an answer?




I stare at the screen; it only takes a minute for her reply to come through.

Ella


Watch me




I read Ella’s message, and it stirs something deep within me—a wave of desire that comes with the distinct knowledge that I can’t have her. Not now, but I will.

Throughout the day, I am distracted.

I rarely curse, but lately, stress has led me to do so more often, and when I snap at my assistant the fourth time, I know I need to leave that behind once I arrive at my mother’s birthday party. My father will kill me if he hears me curse.

My mother’s birthday. Another thing on my list that distracts me. But first and foremost, my mind wanders off to Ella. Her smirk, her straightforwardness, her smile, the body, the shyness—though I am not sure how much of a mask that is, and there is also the fact that she says no to me continuously.

I meet with the lawyers, but I can’t focus. My mind is preoccupied with ideas for persuading Ella to sign the contract.

I nod without knowing what I agree to, as I plan my next move. I excuse myself for a moment to go to the bathroom and splash some cold water on my face, Doug following me from door to door.

For some moments, I stand there, leaning onto the wooden vanity top and glance at myself in the mirror.

“You need to focus,” I tell my mirror-self.

My eyes look tired, and the fine lines around them and my mouth deepen each week. Lack of sleep over the past weeks, months, or even years is showing on my skin. In three years, I will turn forty, and I can't let that be apparent on my face.

I push myself off and message my assistant on Slack to book the best dermatologist he can find before returning to the meeting. As I step through the door, I turn to Doug. I need to get Ella out of my mind.

“Get someone to watch her every move. I want to know what she likes, what she is into, what she hates, and what she yearns for. Put Zeus on her. I want a full profile, all the handles, search queries, everything.”

Doug cocks an eyebrow at me.

“Don’t,” I hiss at him. “I want her, and I need to know what I have to do to get her.”

“You could ask her,” Doug says, and I snort out in disbelief.

“Where would the fun be?” I ask as I open the meeting room door.
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KAT
PLAYLIST: OUTRUN – WEARETHEGOOD, LYNNEA



The alarm on my sniffer tool blares as I see the network traffic flags go up, and the activity monitor shows a new process spin up on the sandboxed laptop I use as Ella Larsen.

Lilian is sending that spy tool after me.

I know it’s her, because I already made out the people following me whenever I leave the apartment, and I am prepared: Ghost traffic. Fake history. Sandboxing. Decoy behaviour.

I am intrigued by letting this play out as an experiment. If I can fool her, I can fool Zeus and, therefore, the government's tracking system. It is, in a sense, a test for any further jobs I’ll do, and I tell myself it justifies the idea to follow through with the entire Lilian thing after all. I’d also like to get my hands on Zeus.

The ghost traffic I let run is mainly the kinds of things Ella Larsen would search for: Job platforms, news from her home country, ways to make money online, and health questions. I fake some scrolling through social media and dating apps on the phone, add some route planning, and sprinkle in some self-help research.

I let it run for three days. Meanwhile, I match with a cute girl on a dating app and meet her. It’ll drive Lilian nuts, and it’s exactly what I need to provoke her next move.

The girl and I meet for a drink in a cheap bar. She talks a lot, and I let her. Personally, I find it wild that a woman talks about all her ex-girlfriends on a first date, including an experience with a man, but then, I don’t really want to date her. Yet, I pretend to understand and hear her; I feel like a therapist at this point. But it keeps the cover, because the real me would never be that nice—Ella, however, would.

Suddenly, someone walks up to our table from behind me. I feel it first and then see it in my date’s eyes.

“Hi,” says Lilian as her hand brushes over my shoulder. I have to bite the insides of my cheeks to keep the grin of my success from showing on my face.

“Excuse me,” Lilian says to my date. “But she’s taken. Now hush.”

My date looks at me, horrified.

“You see that bodyguard there?” asks Lilian, her voice dangerously. “I’d leave fast before I tell him to remove you.”

The poor girl jumps up and flees the bar.

Lilian can be very intimidating, not that I didn’t expect it. In any other setting, I would’ve already made her bend for me, just for the sake of showing her her place.

Lilian sits down opposite me, in a navy female suit and an ascot, perfectly fitted—a mix of old money and main character. I stare at her with my hand in front of my mouth because I am caught speechless in a limbo of containing myself from saying all the things I shouldn’t say and being robbed of my words because that move, plus the way she looks, is damn hot.

“Hi, I’m Lilian,” she says and holds out her hand.

Between hating her and being somehow intrigued by her, I bite my lips as a grin spreads over my face, because damn, she really has balls. And style.

Lilian very well notices my reaction. I close my eyes and shake my head slightly. I can’t believe she’s really doing that.

“I thought you didn’t do romance,” I say. “So why are you here?”

“Saving you from a boring date with a woman who is mentally unstable,” Lilian says carelessly.

She’s so overstepping and calculating.

“And you are?” I ask, eyebrow drawn up.

“Very.”

“Mhm,” I say. “Overconfidence, boundary-crossing, cold-hearted, don’t ever fall in love with me rich girl. Sounds like something between childhood trauma and a diagnosis with a -pathy in the end to me.”

Lilian laughs. One of the rich laughs that only very wealthy people have.

“Sounds about right,” says Lilian.

Don’t, don’t, don’t, I tell myself, before I do it.

“I wonder what made you stay in the hotel under a false name.”

Lilian’s face falls for the tiniest fraction of a second before she rearranges her masks.

“I’m sure you have heard about what happened with my colleague and co-founder if you went so far as searching for me.”

“I have. That’s how I knew who you really are. So, you were scared.”

“Why is it so important?” asks Lilian.

“Just checking if you are a person or if I need to get into protective custody after saying no to you,” I say in a sardonic tone and a small chuckle. I notice my cover fading. I can’t keep Ella present enough with Lilian.

Lilian eyes me. I can feel it. I said one thing too much. There is no way around it. I have to kill her today.

That talk she had with her father…Maybe she’s getting the girls for him. She has said all the indicative things. There is no way she is not guilty. She admitted being guilty of something, for heaven’s sake. She makes me slip. And I can’t have anything slip further.

“What drives you?” she asks me out of the blue, and I am utterly taken aback.

Ella, answer as Ella.

“I don’t know,” I say.

“Why did you leave Denmark?”

“Always thought there was more to life than the nothingness of the town I was born in.”

“Then why don’t you take up my offer?” asks Lilian. “Everything is right in front of you.”

“I can’t,” I say and break the gaze to stare at the table.

“And why is that?”

I want to scream at her.

Because everything is fake. Because you are a lying she-devil who participated in a network of trafficking and murder. Because you are the one percent asshole who doesn’t give a fuck about anything. Because I was fucking raped and promised the fucking same thing by your business partner.

Instead, I say, “Because I do romance, and you don’t.”

Because I am supposed to be Ella.

My eyes wander back to hers, just in time to see the mask slide back up.

“If you ask me,” says Lilian with eyes like slits, “You are lying to yourself.”

I groan because Lilian isn’t easily fooled. She sees there’s something underlying, something that doesn’t add up, and it’s because I am performing poorly.

So, I don’t respond.

We glance into each other’s eyes. A flutter stirs in me. I need to get away.

“You really need to work on your issues to take a no,” I finally say, and Lilian laughs.

“Why?” she says, “Works out fine that way, doesn’t it?”

I only sigh and get up to leave.

“You and your fuck ton of money can pay for this here,” I say as I walk away.

I walk past the bodyguard, and if I wasn’t entirely wrong, I saw his eyes twitch in an approving twink.

As I step outside onto the sidewalk, I inhale the night air and absorb the night hour buzz of Manhattan. It clears my mind instantly.

And I need the clarity. Because I have to end it. What Sutton had on her is enough. I can’t get any closer than this. It has to happen tonight, before anything else happens.

By the time I reach Ella’s home, I have made out at least three people tailing me. One by car, one by foot, and one by cycle.

The first thing I do is set up ghost traffic on the phone for five hours, so it looks like I am in bed and falling asleep at some point.

I also block all cameras on any device associated with the Ella identity.

Afterwards, I slip into some comfy clothes, cover my hair, put on gloves, and begin to erase traces. I always keep an emergency set close by, just in case, so I can clean out everything fast if necessary.

I clean the apartment so it doesn’t raise any suspicion, just in case someone comes looking and things go wrong, private as much as federal. I will take the important stuff with me anyway, meaning my own laptop and burners, guns, munitions, knives, medkit, injections, drugs, and the rest can be found without anything traceable to the real me.

I stand in the middle of the apartment, the acid smell from the wiping penetrating my nose, thinking. I am still not sure how I am going to kill her. She has a highly secure house, and a kill at a distance seems preferable to me because getting close to her is dangerous.

But getting to her at a distance is almost impossible right now. I know her bodyguard is a former Secret Service agent who earned several medals of honor for his service; he’s not one to be fooled.

After considering every angle, I can only get to her by getting close. But to get close, I need to use the Ella identity, which means I’ll blow it. In other words, I have to burn this apartment down. Because that’s what I do. Burn down every trace. Just like I burned down the house with my dead father in it when I was twelve.

I prepare everything. I have burned many things up to this point, and I know many ways to do so. The main objective for me today is to burn it down just in time so I can get to Lilian and get access to Zeus before they find out Ella’s apartment is burning down, while the fire also has to be fast enough to burn every trace of evidence that points back to the real me in case of a fast reaction of the firefighters.

Okay, first things first.

I take the phone, stop the ghost traffic, and send Lilian a message.

You


What if I say yes?




My chest heaves up and down as anticipation flushes through it. I can’t tell what it is, but every time I get closer to her, I get this jittery sensation in me, and I hate it.

Lilian


I’d tell you to meet, and we’ll discuss the details.




You


Where?




Lilian


I have someone pick you up.




Shit, I curse in my mind. Because being picked up means I can’t take my stuff, it's too risky to be searched. But I can’t leave my things here either. I also can’t deposit them anywhere else without being followed.

You


No, we meet somewhere public




I answer, but I already know she won’t go for it. Lilian is intelligent, and most of all, very bossy. It’s her way or none at all. I know, because I am the same. Ella, however, isn’t.

Lilian


Clause 11.3. I say when, where, and how.




I shake my head and grin as I read it. It was exactly what I thought would come.

Okay, improvising, let’s see how much she wants Ella.

You


Didn’t sign yet. I’ll be at Mojo’s in two hours, be there or it’s a no.




It is 8:03 p.m. right now. I don’t get an immediate answer, so I let her sit with it. I get ready, pack my bag, and prepare the apartment by pouring alcohol and everything flammable over the furniture in the small apartment.

Then I take a candle, tie several alcohol-soaked cotton strings around it roughly halfway, and calculate the burn time to match the two hours I need to finish my work. I knew the Ella personality of knitting and a cozy home would come in handy at some point.

I fix the ends of the strings at several points in the room, one leading to the bathroom, so that everything will incinerate perfectly the moment the candle burns down.

I hide a small knife, a clip, and some wire in my sleeve and pants; the rest goes into the backpack. If it comes to it, I’ll kill her with my hands, but I’d rather not.

Bye, Ella, I think as I lit the candle and close the door.

I leave with my backpack, which I will deposit at Penn Station. I chose Mojo’s for a reason: it’s central, and there are many people to blend in. I know the spots without surveillance, and it offers a quick getaway if needed.

After all those years of hunting assholes, my body knows what’s going to happen before it does. It‘ll be a close call, I can feel it already, but I have to improvise.

I feel unprepared because I had to act on such short notice, and two people are still following me. Meaning, I need to be very tricky and get lost in the crowd to get my stuff into a box without them noticing. Also, Zeus might be combing through the surveillance systems to keep track of me.

That program really is the pest.

As the subway reaches Penn Station, I get wet hands, which is not good. My heart pounds faster because I know how difficult it’ll be, especially without mindful rehearsal and thorough preparation. I am very confident that I can fool the human eye; it is all about perception, but what makes me nervous is Zeus.

I know only what I found in Sutton’s data about Zeus, everything that had been kept quiet from the public. I don’t know whether it is already implemented, whether it works as intended, or what the recognition software’s capabilities are. So I expect the worst.

Meaning, I need to evade digital detection while keeping the Ella identity and losing the human tail.

That’ll be a fun night.

I get into Moynihan Train Hall at Penn Station and buy a sandwich, when I get an idea. I go to the in-person counter and buy a ticket for the latest Amtrak at 11:58 p.m., leaving for Philly, which lets me check my luggage with Amtrak.

I can therefore act in plain sight because I’ll visit a friend there. Not I, but Ella. I take Ella’s phone and text a contact that I’ve got the ticket. It runs into the dead anyway, because I set up fake friends with every personality I create.

Improvising it is.

I relax slightly when I have my backpack stored with Amtrak and get out of Moynihan Train Hall and walk over to Mojo’s ten minutes before I told Lilian I’d be there. I chose a table where I can see what is happening outside and also get away quickly.

Then I wait.

I can hear my heartbeat in my ear as I get more nervous by the minute. Whatever is going on with me, I haven’t been this nervous since the first job I did, and I’ve been on this for twelve years now. Twelve years of becoming the cold-blooded killer I needed to be for my revenge.

I glance at my watch, and the handle jumps to 10:03, exactly two hours later.

A black SUV comes to a halt in front of the bar, and I bite my lips.

I played her.

I made her bow.

Just the thought gives me a thrill.

A flutter in my chest.

Two of Lilian’s bodyguards check the surroundings and open the door for her. She wears another female suit, an ascot, a silken white shirt, and high-waist suit pants. High heels. Louboutins. Every day she combines the same set of clothes—it tells me how her wardrobe looks and what’s behind it. Ten sets of the same outfit in different colors. Organized, predictable, low effort, always perfect—that’s how she operates.

One of the bodyguards, Hannigan, follows her inside, as expected. He checks the room before he lets Lilian enter, and then she slides onto the seat opposite me. She looks tired and annoyed, but there is also this spark. A spark I know very well. The one I have when I am about to strike.

And Lilian thinks she’ll get Ella.

I smirk, self-sufficient, and wait for her to talk.

“Are you leaving?” she asks.

“Are you watching me?” I ask innocently.

“Liability,” says Lilian.

“I’m visiting a friend in Philly. Do I need to send you her resume?”

“Name is enough.”

I snort out. “You are a control freak, you know that, right?”

“I do, get used to it.”

She is in a very different mood, short answers, no humor, uptight, and I know she hates to get her feathers ruffled. It’s a game I’d love to play with her, if I didn’t have to kill her.

“I’m not sure you can handle me,” I say. I can feel Hannigan’s eyes breathing down my neck, so no slipping of a drug. I could make a fuss and stab her, but I’d have a gun on me in a millisecond.

There is only one way. Transit. Transit is always the most vulnerable moment; we have to leave together.

“I can handle you quite fine, the problem is, you haven’t signed this,” she says, slamming a folder from her purse onto the table.

I sigh, one last round of Ella it is. Because Ella would never do certain things.

“Strike out clauses five, six point one to six point three, eight, fourteen entirely, nineteen point five, and twenty point nine,” I say without opening the folder, because Ella would never do certain things.

“You remembered them?” she asks as she eyes me, and I know I am giving away too much.

“No, there is a Post-it above your head where I read it off,” I snap at her.

“I’ll spank you with twenty for that,” she says. I would’ve said the very same, but today I have to play submissive brat.

“If I sign,” I add.

“You will,” she says as she strikes out the clauses I have told her to. “Anything else?”

“Yes. I am not an object. Use the damn term girlfriend.”

A look to kill shoots at me. I wonder how far I can push her.

I don’t even know why I said it, but I have this desire in me to test how far I can push her before she snaps.

“I won’t take you anywhere public,” Lilian says.

“Hell no,” I say, soaking in my triumph. “But no hiding from family and friends.”

“You will hide freely from my family, and what friends?” she says, and I see so much of myself in her. Only that my family is dead. But if they’d still be alive, everyone would run from them.

My father, the aggressive alcoholic, wanna-be drug lord who killed my mother and beat me half to death, raped me, and abused us. Hell, no. And what friends? I don’t have friends with a lifestyle like mine.

“You can relate. Why?” Lilian asks, and I realize how closely she’s observing me and how good she is at reading people.

I almost blurt out what I had just thought about before I catch myself. Ella. Still Ella.

“Why do you think I came to America?”

Stupid. Stupid. Stupid, I curse in my mind.

We stare into others' eyes for a moment. She has these intense ice-blue eyes that remind me of a Husky and are, honestly, slightly creepy if they didn’t draw me in like that.

“Here,” she says, turns the contract, and hands me the pen. “Sign.”

I don’t remove my eyes from hers as I take the pen. Our fingers touch, and a gasp escapes my mouth as a small electric shock shoots through my finger. Not physically, but energetically.

My core prickles the very moment, and I am instantly scared of myself. I rip my hand away.

My chest heaves up and down.

I know she watches me.

This can’t happen.

I can’t.

She can’t.

We can’t.

She has to die.

The videos.

Remember the videos.

The photos.

Of what she has done.

She has done so many horrid things; she was in on Sutton’s network, she⁠—

I cannot be triggered again.

Everything zones out.

It takes me all my willpower to sign quickly, breathing away what had just happened.

Her hand wanders over mine. She has cold hands, and yet, warmth radiates through my body as a longing overwhelms me. Stupid and reckless.

My gaze wanders from our hands up to her eyes, and I don’t know who I am right now. I can’t be Ella because I am me. And I can’t be me.

Everything is so far away.

“Come,” she says, and I let myself be pulled by her.

What am I doing here?

We walk past Hannigan, step outside the bar, and I only have this moment. But then Lilian pulls me close, pushes me into the wall behind me, and her lips find mine.

Her firm yet unbelievably soft lips demand mine, and I can only give in. Lilian's cold fingers grasp my neck, and her nails dig into my skin.

Suddenly, the world is so real. I feel myself and her, experiencing myself as a being, not as an issue. I am here. Just here. With that sensation in my chest, radiating heat through my body.

A soft moan comes over my lips as I can’t stop myself from giving in to the desire that comes with it. I open my mouth slightly, and our tongues explore each other in a small fight of carnal desire.

Lilian presses her body against mine. I want to touch her, explore her, consume her. All of her. She pushes up my chin and nibbles down my throat to that sweet spot right above the collarbone.

I want to get lost in her.

But I can’t.

I have to kill her.

She needs to die.

I can’t have her touch me, while all I want is for her to do exactly that.

I try to focus on what I have on her, what she did with Sutton, the pain, the loss, the horrid things, but all I feel is longing.

For her, Lilian Anne Knightley. Control freak. Billionaire. Sociopath. Probably Psychopath. With lethal secrets. Secrets that are worth being killed for. Secrets that included abusing girls. Like me.

I need to stop it.

It needs to end.

“I thought no public affections,” I breathe out with a forced smirk. “Clause 4.1.”

Lilian mumbles something against my skin as she comes up to look me in the eyes that sounds like “Fuck the clause.” Before she turns towards the car and pulls me with her.
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LILIAN
PLAYLIST: WICKED GAME – CORVYX



I've never broken any of my rules regarding women before. Now, the woman looking challengingly at me has already made me violate three of my rules, and I can't do anything about it. Perhaps I wouldn't have broken them if I didn't know Mae had moved on, or so I tell myself.

I ought to be attending to everything else—handling the company's situation, discovering who was after Jared and, by extension, me. Instead, I find myself here, drawn to her as if steered by an external force. My core burns me down as I let my lips wander over her sweetly scented skin.

I can’t wait to see her kneel for me. I have never been one for back-and-forth or long dates; I don’t have time for banalities like that, and I have expected her to request to do so.

Now, I know there is a lot more to her, and I’ll find out whatever it is she is hiding from. My guess is her dark desires. She seems so innocent, and those who give that impression are usually the ones who deny themselves authenticity by not allowing their dirty desires to be. I find joy in pushing women beyond what they dare to be.

It has been the same with Mae. She has been this wallflower, quiet, always perfect, shy. One year later, she was everything but. She has become confident and daring, even bratty.

It will be the very same with Ella. I am going to strip her bare until I can see her soul, and she fully submits to me—not because I make her, but because she wants to.

I kiss my way from her collarbone all the way up to her ear. Her skin tastes so real, not diluted by perfume, simply her—and her lust. She bends back into the wall from the sensation, and I grasp her waist to pull her with me to the car. I can feel Doug hovering behind me with the tension he's been under lately.

“Get in,” I tell Ella and almost push her in. She does as told, and a rare smile appears on my face as triumph washes through me. It was what I wanted since the day she saved my life, and now I have her.

I get in after her, and Doug closes the door. Her body language tells me she is insecure as she settles into the seat.

“They’re paid for their silence,” I tell Ella as her eyes check out the two bodyguards in the front.

“Just because they don’t say something, doesn’t mean they don’t have opinions,” says Ella, and a chuckle slips me.

“You really like to keep a certain image to the outside world, don’t you?” I ask her.

“I do.” Her eyes flash so beautifully at me.

“And being with me does what to your perfect image?” I ask because I want to know everything there is to know about her.

“You are cold, calculating, and exploitative,” she says. “I am warm, kind, and generous. It’s like I am fraternizing with the enemy.”

“Yet, you are here,” I say. I don’t care if anyone calls me cold or calculating. I actually enjoy it; it makes people worst-case respect me and best-case fear me.

“Yet, I am,” she says, and her eyes pierce me. I feel a flutter rushing through my chest. Rationally, I know it’s desire. Emotionally, I cannot grasp it. Cannot, or rather: want not.

“Tell me why,” I say, trying to push her. I want the real reason.

She tilts her head slightly, one corner of her mouth tugs up as her eyes flicker.

My heart beats faster. I know something is coming; I can feel it, and it rips the control from me.

She takes her time answering, and I know she is challenging me, testing the grounds—so much about her innocence.

It costs me all my willpower to keep the gaze. And then, she leans forward, slides towards me, and grasps my face.

My heart stumbles.

Her lips almost touch mine.

Her warm breath caresses my skin.

“Because I want to do this,” she says silently, before her soft lips meet mine in an embrace I haven’t experienced before.

I feel the need to push her away, while I hope it will never stop.

My chest heaves up and down as her tongue enters my mouth, and the kiss transforms into something feral. Longing. Consuming.

I cannot get lost in her like that.

I grab her by the throat, push her back in her seat and roll back my shoulders.

She does not look at me but out the window, fighting a grin. She knows exactly what she did. I can only stare at her.

“So, where are we heading?” she asks after a moment, casually as if nothing had happened.

“A hotel,” I say.

“A hotel,” she repeats in a tone that calls for caution. “How…efficient.”

I smirk as I answer. “It’s neutral ground. In case it isn’t what we expect.”

She eyes me, and I know I impressed her. She didn’t expect me to be considerate, and I am not. But I prefer not to have anyone in my house whom I don’t know well—something she doesn’t need to be aware of. Until we establish all the other rules, it’ll be a hotel.

“I hope it’s not the Ritz,” she says, and I laugh.

“Wouldn’t that be amusing?” I ask sardonically.

“It would also violate several clauses of the contract,” she says dryly, calling me out on my own cheek. Somehow, it feels so lightweight with her, and I find myself enjoying it a little too much. Everything else seems distant; all the pressing problems are tucked away in the back of my mind, out of reach—even if I wished to access them.

We arrive at the hotel.

“Lil,” says Doug. “I’d rather keep it down, if you please.”

Of course, he couldn’t keep himself from commenting. I growl in confirmation, and Ella smirks—so much about being paid for silence.

“Miss Larsen,” continues Doug, “To avoid any further exposure, you act as an assistant on anything official, is that something you can do?”

Ella considers him for a moment, and I watch her closely.

“I don’t like pretending,” she says, eyeing me. “But as I was offered a job anyway, it’s just a bend of the truth, am I right?”

I like her better with every minute passing.

Ella gets more uncomfortable the closer we get to the room. While I like to play with my food, I also know when someone needs reassurance, and she does.

I lean against the door after it closes as Doug does his check. Ella stands in front of me in the middle of the suite, nervously glancing around with her arms crossed. I stare at her neck; her pulse is racing.

“Let’s make a rule for tonight,” I tell her, and she looks at me with big eyes. “Nothing happens unless you explicitly tell me to.”

She nods carefully. Doug tells me, with one look and a tilt of his head, that everything is alright, and he’ll be in the room to my left.

After all these years, I don’t care much about what hotel room I’m in. I don’t care how it’s furnished or where it’s located. What matters is practicability. In other words, clean surfaces, no clutter, industrial clean. This here is the complete opposite. The suite is warm and inviting, and I can’t help but suspect Doug chose it not for me, but for Ella.

Meddler, I curse him in my mind, because the clutter in the room distracts me.

“What do you want to drink?” I ask her as I get to the hotel phone to order drinks.

“A water, maybe?” she says, and I roll my eyes.

“You’re drinking champagne with me,” I say, and order a bottle. When I put the phone down, I lean onto the sideboard it sits on.

“Sit down,” I tell her, and watch her do so hesitantly. I wait until she has settled down before I ask her everything I wish to know.

“When was your first time and with whom?”

“Have you always been into girls?”

“What do you know about BDSM?”

She blushes more with every question.

“Have you ever been spanked?”

“What do you like to try?”

Our Q&A session lasts exactly two hours. I notice her energy waning, and mine as well, but there's something I can’t pinpoint right now. I got all the answers, yes. She shows genuine emotional responses and physical reactions, yet I feel something's off. Despite the number of questions, I realize I still don’t know her, which surprises me. I've done this six times before. And I felt a growing connection through interviewing. My body reacts differently to her. It feels like the questions brought a distance between us.

“Do you have any questions?” I ask her at last.

“Yes,” she says, puts her glass aside, and looks me straight in the eyes. “Can we fuck now?”


9


KAT
PLAYLIST: DIRTY THOUGHTS – CHLOE ADAMS



Iam a dominant. And hell, didn’t I expect to ever be in a situation where I had to sub. I make it a rule not to, because I just can’t. But for Lilian? Damn, I’d woof and meow on a leash if I have to at this point.

I know I shouldn’t. By all means, I have a loaded gun in a storage to kill her and a knife in my pocket to stab her carotid. It cost me all my power to answer the questions as the person I pretend to be, while my body longs for her. Not Ella. Me. A longing that I can’t deny, that is chewing on me on the inside, from the moment her lips had touched mine.

I don’t even know what I am doing here.

I am lost in a limbo between past and present, between Ella and me, between hate and longing.

Lilian walks slowly over to me, around the couch table in front of me, where I sit. She steps between my legs, and I stare up into her eyes.

I want to touch her.

Feel her.

My chest heaves up and down as she comes close.

So close.

My mind calms down.

Just one finger trails my throat until she pushes my chin up with it.

“You have no idea of all the things I am going to do with you,” she says silently. Her longing pours from her eyes, and I see she’s fighting with herself as much as I am.

It is too perfect not to tease her.

“All those words,” I say and tug my mouth into a devilish smirk.

I can’t say ‘Lilian’ before she pushes me back harshly.

Yes, let me play you, I think.

She walks away, takes a big gulp from her champagne glass with her back to me.

Gods, that ass!

How I’d like to slap it.

Lilian turns slowly towards me and unfastens her ascot. Women in suits are hot, but women like her, blonde long hair, ice-blue eyes, in this epic, tailor-made female suit with high-rise pants, heels, and an ascot? I mean, damn.

She unties the ascot and walks over to me. Every step is deliberate. Present. Confident. She walks around the sofa, where I still lean against the backrest, immobilized from my view.

“Hands up,” she orders me when she stands behind me, and they go up in the air like pulled up by an external force.

She slings the ascot around my wrists, and I know she has practiced this move many times, because within a matter of seconds, my hands are tied tight. I look up at her with my head fallen back.

“Eyes on the floor,” she snaps at me, and I do as told. It is an exciting experiment because, usually, I am the one who plans and analyzes, who demands and orders. It gives me pleasure. It allows me to tune out. Now, being the submissive, I try to do the same.

Lilian pulls my hands back and down, so they’re behind my head, elbows up and wide, to present my chest and breasts.

I know that trick, too.

“You will not move until I tell you to,” she says, and nothing more happens. She is testing my patience, and while I am usually one of the most patient people on the planet, I can’t right now. My mind isn’t focused. My mind has always been a monkey mind, and I fight my own feet not to start twitching up and down.

Mind over matter, I tell myself in my head repeatedly, without success.

My body feels like it's being ripped apart when Lilian finally walks around me and sits down on the low table in front of me. As I am not allowed to look up, I stare at her beautiful feet with the black high heels. But instead of distracting me, it turns me on even more, because I can imagine spreading her legs for me with only those heels on and nothing more.

I want to move. Grab her. Throw her back onto the table. Undress her. Kiss her. Enter her with my fingers. Make all these sensations go away. Make her scream and beg.

I can’t restrain myself at this point anymore.

The entire situation is ripping me apart.

How did I even get here?

I shouldn’t.

None of this should be happening.

“You really don’t like to sit still,” she says, and I want to scream at her for doing this to me.

Her hand wanders up my thighs. Her touch.

I focus all my energy on the touch, and a heated wave of desire burns through my core.

Calmness spreads through me.

“I don’t,” I say, and my eyes wander up. I need to see her face.

“Oh, oh, oh,” she says. “I told you not to move.”

I don’t care, because there’s that flicker in her eyes. A flicker that will light an untamable fire when incinerated, and I will be the one to do it.

I stare at her and bite my lip, fully aware I am provoking her.

Slap!

Her palm meets my cheek and throws my face to the side and down.

I bite my lip harder because damn, the heat of the slap burns through my cheek, and I am turned on beyond. I like rougher play.

I could keep my eyes on the floor where they are right now, but I wouldn’t be me if I were that easily defeated. I bring my head back up and glance darkly in her eyes, a challenging smirk appearing on my face.

“You will not move until I tell you to, or it’ll be your bum next time with twenty,” she says darkly.

Oh, Lilian, I tell myself. Watch me.

I lean forward, my gaze wandering down until my face is close to hers.

“Make me,” I whisper before I lean back and X-ray her with my eyes. I watch her lose herself and catch herself, as a dangerous grin appears on her face as she gets up.

She climbs onto my lap and sits. I need to gasp because a wave of desire washes over me.

She leans in until her mouth touches my ear.

“You will make me come three times today with your tongue and fingers alone,” she whispers darkly, “And you are not allowed to touch yourself or come.”

“And what happens if I do?” I ask with playful innocence.

“You won’t be able to sit for a week,” whispers Lilian, her lips trailing down my neck. Goosebumps spread over my skin. “And if it comes to it, there is also clause 23.2.”

23.2. Knife play. Non-negotiable.

Her words were the one thing too much.

My arms with the tied wrists snap around her, and I use the restraint to push her into me. She can’t escape me, because my wrists are tied and my arms around her. I roll my hips against her as I look up, my head slightly tilted. The lust in her eyes is equal to the desire to punish me, and I feel that need in me to push her more.

“Tell me,” I say, “How does this make you feel?” I whisper as I push up one thigh over the other and roll my hip so my thigh massages her cherry. Lilian is lost for words as a moan escapes her throat with the next rolling of my hips. The sound of it goes straight into my core, and a tickling sensation spreads through it.

If I am not entirely mistaken, Lilian has never had anyone take care of her in any way other than the typical obedient sub would. She has never had anyone talk back to her or give her cheek, and maybe that is why she doesn’t know how to let herself fall.

And I am going to show her.

I keep rolling my hip, my thigh pressing into her from beneath. Lilian begins moving her hips, too, following my direction. Her breathing gets heavier and faster. At some point, she throws back her head and leans into my touch.

“You are so damn hot,” I tell her. “I am going to make you come ten times in a row until you don’t know your own name anymore.”

She gasps and moans, and I soak in the effect I have on her.

I fasten my movement while I grasp her even firmer around her ass as much as I can with my tied wrists. They already hurt, and my leg is close to cramping, but hell, what do I care?

She is so close, her fingers dig into my chest, and just a moment after, a shudder runs through her, and a vibration rumbles through me. She freezes as the orgasm overcomes her.

I can’t help myself, as my face transforms to gleeful pride. I made her switch and listen to me.

Lilian brings her head up and stares at me with beautiful rose cheeks, sweat on her forehead, and a glimmer in her eyes.

I can see it for three seconds before she slides on an icy mask. I remove my hands from around her, and she gets up immediately.

“What the hell do you think you are doing?” she rounds on me as she gets distance between her and me. Her hands flatten her clothes, and I can see how unsettled she is.

It is only then that I realize I completely forgot who I pretend to be. I became Ella, because Lilian likes shy, submissive girls. And I switched into me. The dominant, confident killer. I can see in her gaze that she can’t process what happened.

I rub my hands together to loosen the knot of the ascot and slide them out as I get up and walk up to her. My palm grasps her cheek, and I almost expect her to slap me again, but she is frozen. Wide eyes staring at me.

“I only did what you told me,” I whisper as I lean in on her to place a kiss on her other cheek, “Made you come.”

I let go of her. She stares at me wildly, almost in horror, as I turn and walk to the door. I need to get out of here before she figures out I'm pretending to be someone else.

I have my hand on the handle when she calls after me.

“Where do you think you are going?”

I turn.

Those piercing eyes.

The rose cheeks.

The wild gaze.

The desire.

The anger.

The mess.

But I can’t.

Because I have forgotten myself.

“Home,” I say and leave. She doesn’t stop me.

And only when I am in the elevator and back in the Manhattan air, I realize there is no home. There is only the mess I made. Because I couldn’t stay away. I have betrayed myself.

I should have put a bullet in her head.

Stabbed her with the knife.

Who cares what she has done if she’s a greedy billionaire anyway?

“Fuck,” I breathe out. “What have I done?”
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LILIAN
PLAYLIST: SALT – AVA MAX



My eyes follow her as she moves, and part of me wishes to seize her, tell her to come back, and make her understand her place. My mind is a whirlwind of thoughts. Whatever just occurred wasn’t what I had intended.

I roll back my shoulders, trying to shake off the feeling lingering in my chest—only it doesn’t work.

She took control from me.

She controlled me, and the worst thing was that I enjoyed it. Never have I experienced anything like it. Right now, I want to murder and devour her at the same time. The thing with her was supposed to be easy, clear rules, business as usual; she was to be shy and submissive.

Now I’m a mess with longings who stares at a closed door.

“She gone?” asks Doug and rips me from my thoughts. I snap back into business mode. Control. It gives me all the control.

“Yes,” I say and ignore his cocked eyebrow. “I’ll sleep here, get some rest, business as usual tomorrow.”

Every single one of my days looks precisely the same. Predictability. Structure. Rules.

I have made excuses lately, because of a woman I thought would be a shy, devoted girl. Instead, she’s cheeky, bratty, and overstepping.

I need to get her out of my head!

And yet, the thoughts of what she has done float around my mind.

I get ready for bed with my seven-step routine. Doug has laid out everything for me.

In bed, I try to fall asleep, but my body has flashbacks of what happened.

Her hands around me.

So close.

The overstepping.

The way she moved my body over her thigh.

The way she provoked me.

The looks.

The breathing.

I roll my hips from thinking about it.

I can’t lose control like this again. Stop it! I tell myself in my head, but it doesn’t stop. Even worse, I get turned on more and more with every minute passing.

“Urgh,” I curse and get up and dress in my fitness clothes at two in the morning.

I leave Doug a note, telling him I’m in the hotel gym. We’re out of routine, no one will be there at that time of night, so I feel safe going there alone, and he needs some rest. He’s been working more hours than I have in the past weeks, and I need him to be at his best.

I take the elevator to the level with the gym and wellness area. As expected, no one is there. As a precaution, I don’t put my headphones on and start warming up. I walk for a couple of minutes before I switch to running. Faster. And faster. All the energy needs to get out.

Sweat runs down my temples and between my breasts, but my mind still won’t be quiet.

I stop the treadmill and stretch. There’s a punching bag in a freestyle area of the gym—exactly what I need right now.

I strike it. Again. And again. Harder. More power. I picture the punching bag to be her.

How dare she?

Dare to overstep the boundaries.

Dare to ignore my rules.

Dare to challenge me.

Every punch gets more valiant.

And instead of releasing energy, I feel even angrier.

“That bad, hm?” asks Doug's voice suddenly behind me.

“You were supposed to sleep,” I tell him off between my heavy breaths.

He walks up to me and grasps the punching bag, holding it in front of him.

“Try to think differently,” he says. “You’re bracing for impact. What you need to do is to prepare to move. Boxing is an interaction, not blind hitting at a wall.”

“I’m in no mood for a lesson right now,” I say under my breath to signal my dislike.

“Focus your mind on the movement, on your technique, your breathing, and you won’t have the time to think about anything else,” he says, and I’d really like to murder him.

I lock my knees and hit even harder.

“Soft,” he says and steps around the bag to tap the back of my knee. “Back and forth, with the movement. Flow with it.”

I hit again, full force.

“You’re panting like a lion that ran after an antelope. Focus. Become quiet. Structured steps. Flow. Knees soft.”

I do as he says because his voice and instructions somehow keep Ella from popping into my thoughts.

“Yes,” he says when I strike again. “Exactly like that. Again. One, two, three, break. And again. One, two, three, break.”

I have no clue how much time passed, but my mind is silent and back to focus when we finally stop.

Sweat runs over my skin as exhaustion comes, but I feel like myself again.

“Get some sleep,” I tell Doug when we get back to the room. It’s four in the morning.

“Two hours don’t do well with my schedule,” he says.

“I’ll set my alarm to 9,” I say. Somehow, I’ve already broken my routine, and I feel like getting a few hours of sleep, too. He nods. I fall into bed sweaty, and in the clothes I am in. I don’t care.

When I wake up, it's past noon.

I groan as I stare at the number on my phone.

Never have I slept in before. Never. Not even as a teenager and after a night of overindulgence.

It’s her fault.

Ella.

Nothing of it would’ve happened without her.

That’s what a woman like her does. Mess with me and my schedule.

I close my eyes and breathe in and out once before I get out of bed.

When I return from the bathroom, breakfast is set for me, and Doug stands by the door in his typical manner.

“You should’ve woken me up,” I hiss at him.

“You are allowed to rest,” he says.

“I pay you to protect and organize, not for having opinions,” I snap back at him as I put milk in my coffee.

“Reminding you to rest falls under protection,” he says, and I am close to throwing an apple from the fruit bowl on the table at him.

I suppress the impulse, of course, because my father would murder me if he ever found out I lost myself and threw something at the staff.

We’re in the office an hour later. Lingering eyes of surprised employees follow me, because everyone here knows I am never late or miss a meeting, and today I have missed two.

I can already hear the gossip coming.

I need to get Ella out of my head. This can’t happen ever again.

The day passes by, and it is late afternoon, when Doug walks up to me in the middle of a meeting. I know something is wrong the moment I see him, because interrupting a meeting is only for emergencies. He leans in and whispers in my ear while he’s showing me a picture on his phone. My heart plummets.

“I just got word that the apartment burnt down last night while you two were in the hotel. Fire investigator has been called; they believe arson.”

I stare at the image of Ella’s apartment, completely destroyed. Nothing is intact anymore.

My mind races immediately.

Her apartment was burnt down.

She was followed by a man when she saved my life.

Maybe she is running from someone?

After last night, how she acted, how she switched into something different, maybe she’s not who she pretends to be because she is being hunted?

Maybe the bullet wasn’t even meant for me, but her?

I look at Doug. He’s waiting for me to react.

“Do we still have the tail?” I ask as quietly as possible, and he shakes his head. He has probably stopped it after our meeting last night.

“What do you want me to do?” he asks, and I glance around. Everyone is staring at me. They know something is up, and I can’t have that. The last thing I need right now is employees suspecting something is going on behind their backs after everything that has already happened.

But then, if Ella is in danger⁠—

Not your concern, I tell myself. You wanted to get her out of your mind anyway.

Only I can’t. The thought of her being in danger tightens my chest.

My breathing gets flatter.

I need to act.

So I do what I shouldn’t do at all.

I am not even sure I recognize my own voice when I say it. “Find her,” I tell Doug.

One nod and he is gone. This will be my greatest mistake. I know it.

Throughout the entire meeting, my mind is distracted. I catch myself staring into nothingness while someone asks me a question. I am not on top of my game, and I hate myself about it. All I can think about is what has happened. What if someone got to her? What if someone killed her?

It should be the best thing that happened to me, because she wouldn’t haunt me. But it isn’t. I am concerned and worried. Something I never am. I don’t care about anyone. Only I do now.

My fists clench so hard my nails dig into my palm, the knuckles standing out white.

“Lilian, sure you’re okay?” Ian asks.

I need to get a grip on myself; it’ll land with my father through Ian, how distracted I am, something I cannot have at all costs.

“Yes, excuse me,” I say. “Jared’s death caused some problems.”

I really, really need to focus.

When the meeting is finally over, I get into my office, pacing up and down.

A knock behind me, and my assistant enters, a worried look on his face.

“What happened?” I ask immediately.

“Something arrived for you via mail,” he says carefully, and I groan.

“Not another threat?”

“Worse, from how Doug reacted,” he says and nods, telling me to follow him.

Worse.

My mind spins out of control the very moment with the wildest fantasies of what arrived by mail.

What the hell is wrong with me? I ask myself because I control my thoughts, not the other way around. I don’t assume or overthink, but since Ella⁠—

“Tell me what it is,” I say as I walk mechanically to the front desk. I half-expect to find Ella’s cut-off head in the mail; someone must’ve seen us and gone after her to make me stop our projects.

My heart pounds into my throat.

Doug is at the desk, an envelope in his hands, wearing a mask and gloves. The staff stand at a distance.

“Put on protection,” he says, and my assistant hands me a pair of medical gloves and a mask before he backs off, too. I put everything on. Doug is concerned, and if he is, it means something is not right.

Doug slips several photos out of the envelope, and white powder falls onto the desk. The pages are covered in white powder, too.

Doug hands me the photos, but I already know what they show. They’re proof, and someone else has it now.

Shit.

My chest feels like being compressed from all sides.

I rub my fingers against each other with some of the powder between them. I bring them up to my nose and sniff them through the mask.

“Cocaine,” I tell Doug, our eyes meet. We both know it’s probably the cocaine Jared died from, and someone is declaring war against me.

“Is there anything else?” I ask. “Something they want?”

“Nothing,” he says after glancing into the envelope one more time.

I skim through the photos. My eyes fly to the upper corner of the last one as a rug is pulled underneath me.

YOU ARE NEXT

It is scribbled onto the page in capital letters.

My mind needs a moment to catch up.

I want to run and collapse at the same time.

Only I can’t show a reaction.

I can’t show how much fear rushes through me.

Employees are watching.

I hold the page for Doug to see, carefully keeping it out of the camera's view.

My eyes are wide. It takes all my strength to slip on my mask.

He nods.

“What do you want me to do?” he asks.

I can’t have the police involved. If they find out about the pictures, I will be questioned thoroughly, something I can’t afford right now. Not another scandal.

“Log everything, securely and discreetly. Play it down,” I mutter to him so no one else hears. We store everything back in the envelope.

I breathe in and out. Everything is fine; no one can know.

“Alright, everyone,” I say, removing my gloves and mask when I turn. “Looks bad, but it’s just one of the normal threats. It is once more important that every envelope is scanned; let this be a reminder to you. We’re doing important work to ensure the security of the citizens and our country here. People feel scared and threatened by it.”

Everyone breathes out, and we go back to our work. Only I don’t. I stare into the void, desperately trying to grasp what will come. It’s been a long time since I felt out of control like this.

At least it wasn’t Ella’s head, a barbaric voice in my head says, and I snort out.

I subconsciously grab my phone.

My finger wanders to her contact.

I really shouldn’t do it.

Don’t do it.

But I do.

The day is fucked anyway.

It rings.

Once, and then it’s interrupted by the automated voice telling me the person I have called is currently unavailable.

I'm feeling exhausted right now, even though I've slept more than ever. I’m not physically tired, but mentally, because everything feels like it's slipping out of my control.

I rub my eyes. Only three times in my life have I felt this kind of pressure. The first time was when I nearly failed my bachelor’s because a professor thought I was entitled and needed a lesson. The second was when Jared blackmailed me. Now, for the third time, the fear of everything from the past surfacing looms over me.

My phone rings, and before I can even get my hopes up that it’s Ella, alive and well, I see my father’s picture on the screen. I groan because I know what’ll come.

My father doesn’t even concern himself with a hello. He lectures me that I cannot be distracted, how he taught me to be better, and ends it after fifteen minutes with what a disappointment I am and how badly it reflects on the family name when Ian calls him, asking if I am okay because I seem stressed and distracted.

My father, who manages to hit the news with every possible scandal involving way too young women. The hypocrisy of it grumbles murderously in my chest.

He hangs up before I can say a word, not that I would’ve. After all these years, all my success, I would never dare talk back to my father. Everyone else, yes. But not to my father. He is the reason why I am where I am today, and I have to be grateful for that.

I rest my face in my hands.

My mother’s upcoming birthday will be hell.

I seriously consider liquidating all my assets, buying an island somewhere in nowhere, and becoming no one. It seems tempting at this point.

The door to my office opens without knocking, probably Doug, he’s the only one allowed to enter without knocking.

I don’t even look.

I need silence.

“You look like you could use a break,” says a voice I’d recognize anywhere, and my head shoots up.

Ella.

Leaning casually against the door, a weak smile on her face—and my mind turns off entirely.
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PLAYLIST: JOKE’S ON YOU – CHARLOTTE LAWRENCE



Ican’t tell why I am here. Taking every risk I can as I play hide and seek with death and the devil. If I pull the trigger now, it’ll be over in a second. I have everything with me.

I have my backpack and my gun ready.

No one searched me, because Doug knows who I am, and no one suspects shy Ella.

Lilian has to pay for what she has done.

To me.

To all the others.

An infestation removed from the earth.

Only I can’t.

My body won’t let me.

Lilian stares at me as she whispers, “You’re here.”

So, she knows about my apartment and might suspect me at this point.

I should leave.

Or finally do it.

“I am,” I say instead and walk to her.

My rucksack drops onto the floor as I step around her desk and sit on it. She leans back in her chair, but I don’t let her.

I grasp her face with one hand and pull her into a kiss, with tongue.

The moment our lips meet, nothing is real anymore. Whoever we are, whatever will happen, I don’t care.

Lilian melts into my touch just as much as I become one with her. It doesn’t matter that an entire office can see us violate Clause four point one of a contract no one knows about through the glass doors around us.

My longing for her purrs through my chest down into my core. I want to pull her close, have her sit on my lap again, see her come.

She would most certainly murder me if I so much as tried it here. I wouldn’t care, though. I like an audience, but Lilian? Protected and private, Miss Perfect. I like teasing her, but I also recognize hard boundaries.

I bring the kiss to an end, even if I don’t want to. I have to find out what she knows and suspects about me. The loss of touch brings Lilian back to her senses, and she distances herself.

“Do you want to tell me what happened?” I ask her. “You seem stressed.”

“Never you mind,” she snaps at me.

“You know, I am, per contract, an excellent listener with no ability to talk about anything you tell me,” I say with a silent chuckle.

She snorts out.

“Don’t tell me you have been worried about me?” I ask to tease her just enough to get something from her, and it works perfectly.

“Don’t make yourself more important than you are,” she says coldly.

“What was it you whispered when you saw me? ‘You’re here’, that’s right. Sounds like you cared.”

Anger burns through her eyes before she snaps. I am amazed every time how anger makes people spill all that’s going on in their minds.

“Is that what you want to hear? That I care about you? That I was worried? Please, choke on it. Everything is a mess, my business, I am under infinite pressure, and you have nothing better to do than make everything about you.”

“I make you angry,” I say. “You care.”

She groans out in disbelief, jumps up from her chair, and turns her back to me as she stares outside the massive window front.

“Running from something is never a good idea,” I say before I can stop myself. I should give that advice to myself, but it’s so fun to tease her, push her.

“Sounds like you know,” she says without looking at me.

“Maybe,” I say, well aware I am entering dangerous waters.

“Your apartment, it was arson, wasn’t it?”

“Looks like it,” I say carefully, staring at her.

“Who are you running from?” she asks and turns towards me.

A voice in me shouts to tell her everything, come clean, and kill her afterwards, but she just delivered me the perfect cover for incinerating the apartment myself.

“Who says I am?” I ask, and she rolls her eyes.

“Come on, Ella, I’m not an idiot.”

“I know you’re not,” I answer hesitantly and look away. She’s waiting for me to give her an answer. Her eyes x-ray me.

“It’s more like a what than a who,” I tell her finally. It’s not a lie. I just don’t tell her, I am not running from them, but after them. To kill them all.

“A what?” she asks and walks up to me until she is so close that one of her legs pushes between mine. “Tell me,” she orders with longing in her voice.

“Demons,” I whisper as my lips trail along her neck. “Demons from the past.”

I know I said too much already. I revealed too much of me, too much of the truth, but my body doesn’t listen to me anymore.

“Me too,” she whispers in my ear, and I can’t believe she did. “Maybe we can run away together.”

Goosebumps spread over my skin.

I want to say yes.

Loose myself in her and become whoever she needs me to be.

But I can’t.

Because I can’t outrun my past.

I cup the side of her face with the palm of my right hand and look at her.

See me. See the real me. So this can finally be over, I tell her in my mind, while the words coming out of my mouth are entirely different.

“Look at me,” I tell her. “You are Lilian Anne Knightley. Whatever you touch works out. You and your privileged ass have all the possibilities in the world.”

A weak smile hushes over her face. One that goes straight into my chest.

“You are a boss baddie who does what she wants and goes for it. We all have weak moments. So get your ass up and become the predator instead of the prey.”

At this point, I fully hate myself.

Why the fuck do I build her up when I should crush her? Why? Why am I even here?

Lilian’s ice-blue eyes light up as her mouth tugs into a devilish smile—one that tells why I am here.

The fingers of my right hand brush back a strand of her hair and follow it back behind her ear.

Life would be so perfect if not for your sins, I tell her in my mind.

“My mother celebrates her birthday on Saturday next,” Lilian suddenly says. “You’re coming with me.”

No words come out of my mouth except stuttering.

“You wanted the family experience, there you go,” she says harshly. “You’ll beg me to leave once you’re there. I have hereby warned you.”

I can’t believe this is happening. She was supposed to be like Sutton. Drugging me. Using me. Pretending to get my papers. And now, she is inviting me to her mother’s birthday?

Or it’s the moment she gives you to her father, says a cautious voice in me. That’s more likely. And I know what I have to do.

I chuckle. “Parents generally like me,” I say. “Not my own, unfortunately.”

Lilian laughs wholeheartedly. Her rich laughter rumbles straight through my chest.

“My father likes no one; he just pretends to, so he can get either more money or more blowjobs from young women and way too young girls,” she says darkly.

“You don’t agree with him there?” I ask as we finally reach the waters I needed her in.

“Agree with him? Absolutely not. I have to, because he makes me. But—” she stops, wide-eyed, and the mask slips on.

I don’t know what to make of it.

“And your mother?” I ask to distract her. “What’s she like?”

“My mother, well…she is a very talkative, annoying, lonely lady with the sole hobby of annoying as many people as possible with details about my father’s and her own extracurricular activities.”

I snort.

“Sounds like a normal family to me,” I say, and have to bite my lip not to tell her what my real family was like in comparison.

A moment of silence passes between us.

“What are you doing to me?” Lilian finally asks before she kisses me. Her lips feel so wonderful on mine.

“I don’t know,” I say, because I have the same question.

I don’t even know why I am here.

My hands wander around her; every cell of my body needs her, wants her, longs for her. Her scent, her touch, her eyes, her skin, her energy, her bossiness, her protectedness, her everything.

I close my eyes as our bodies press into each other between heated breaths and roaring desire. I want to lose myself in her. My lips kiss up her neck, and I nibble her ear while my hands explore her body. She feels so wonderful underneath my touch.

Suddenly, Lilian freezes. Her body becomes rigid, and she lets go of me like electrocuted.

My eyes flash open, and her eyes are focused on something behind me. I turn around to follow her gaze.

“What’s going on?" I ask because I see nothing out of the ordinary, just some people doing their office jobs.

Lilian strides out of the office without answering my question. She walks up to one of the employees with a desk close to her office, and I linger behind, listening to what is going on.

“Show me your phone,” she demands with a dangerous undertone. Her entire body switched into something predatory.

“You have no right,” says the guy, white, something between 30 and 40, blonde hair to the side. Something about him gives me the ick. I don’t like it. Maybe his eyes. Hard to tell from a distance.

“Actually, I do,” says Lilian. “Your contract and vetting process for governmental development allows me to request access to everything you bring to work in case of suspicion, and you hereby are. You photographed something, and you will show me right now, or the full force of our legal team will come down on you.”

A broad smirk appears on my face, damn girl. Hot.

“I am allowed to take photos at work,” says the guy, as he gets up. I am ready to get in between if he makes a move. He has aggressions in him; I can see it in his body language.

“Insensitive things, yes. Neither screens nor people. Our surveillance will confirm what I saw,” Lilian says, harshly. “Sit down right now. You will not move an inch.”

Two security guards are already on their way, behind them her watchdog Hannigan.

“Is there a problem, Lil?” asks Hanningan.

“Yes, he photographed something, I believe me. I requested access to his phone, which was denied.”

Hannigan walks over to the man and threatens him with cops and arrest if he doesn’t comply, and simply takes the phone from the guy.

They unlock it with his face.

“It’s a private phone,” says Hannigan. “Without a guard on it,” he continues. “And yes, he photographed you, and⁠—“

Hannigan stops talking and holds the phone for Lilian to see. I can’t tell from a distance what it is. What I can see is how the employees' faces switch, and I know what comes next.

And sure enough, the guy jumps at Hannigan, pushes him back off his feet with a caught leg, grabs the phone, and runs.

He doesn’t come very far. The security guards tackle him into the glass door leading to the office, which vibrates dangerously close to breaking, and Hannigan handles him roughly.

Lilian watches from a distance, and I walk up to her from behind.

“What was that about?” I ask.

“He photographed us,” she says without looking at me. “There was an entire folder about me on his phone.”

“You think he has something to do with the—um—You know, the shooting?” I ask in a hesitant, insecure tone, as Ella would.

Lilian looks at me. Her eyes narrow, and for a moment, I fear she suspects me, but then she turns and gets the phone that lies on the floor next to the guy, with Hannigan and his knee in the back.

Lilian takes the phone and returns to her office. There, she gets out a second laptop from her desk and plugs the phone in. I shadow her, watching. How she operates, acts, thinks.

“What are you doing?” I ask, trying to get close. I want to see what’s on it. I also want to know who the guy is.

“What do you know about my company?” she asks, typing in a password.

“You develop government software. I read something about super surveillance via AI in an article,” I say, reinforcing my cover.

“That covers it on a surface level, yes. I can match the data from this device with all our other information. Imagine this phone here, there is all sorts of data on it, location logs, messages, contacts, browsing history, images with faces, and location tags in metadata. I can feed it into Zeus, and it cross-references it with our existing and available governmental data,” she says and types in several queries.

“This enables us to build whatever we need,” she continues. “Contact spreadsheets, movement maps, and even predict the likelihood of certain decisions. Currently, I am building a comprehensive profile of him within a secure system for testing purposes.”

My heart beats faster as I watch her do what she does for exactly two reasons.

One, I need to get my hands on that laptop.

And two, a nice body is great, but that mind of hers, her intelligence—I blow everything I came here to do in the wind as I grasp her chin and pull her up.
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My eyes wander from the screen into Ella’s eyes as she grasps my chin and pulls me up.

She is biting her bottom lip, and I can’t resist her. I can’t.

“You asked me what I do to you,” she whispers in a voice that hums warmth into my cold chest. Her beautiful green eyes shimmer like a forest in the sun after it rained and the water drops twinkle like diamonds on every leaf.

“But don’t you see what you do to me?” she says. “Don’t you see how you shatter every single one of morals?”

I cannot grasp her words because her touch distracts me from whatever I was doing. I cannot remember who I am right now.

The woman looking in my eyes right now, the woman whose touch electrifies my skin, is the only reality existing for me right now.

I should be scared. Scared of what she does to me. But I am not. Not in this infinite moment where it is just me and her and nothing else.

Her lips meet mine, and a flutter rushes through my body. I have never felt anything like it before. Yes, I had heated sex and butterfly moments. But this here, this is different. It shatters my insides into a million pieces as it rips everything I hold onto from me: Control.

She rips me of all my control.

Mentally.

Physically.

Spiritually.

Not that I’d describe myself as a spiritual person, I couldn’t be further from it, but what I feel right at this moment is something otherworldly, and I want to get lost in it forever.

“Lil,” rips Doug’s voice through my mind, and I realize where I am and what I am doing. I step back from her and turn to Doug. He looks concerned.

“What?” I asked harsher than I meant to, but I don’t feel like myself right now.

“I would call it in, unless you wish me to do otherwise,” he says.

Call it in.

Call in what?

My scrambled brain needs a moment to recall what has happened.

The thing with the employee.

Right.

Business.

The photos.

The folder.

My mind is elsewhere.

With her.

The woman who stands next to me is making me lose my mind.

“Wait a moment,” I say to Doug. “I’m running it through Zeus.”

I glance at Ella as I turn to the laptop. She looks way too proud as she knows exactly the effect she has on me, and I want to murder her for it. Doug comes close and glances at the profile Zeus compiled.

“Messages to unknown number, the day of the shooting,” he says. I see it too.

“You think he gave someone intel on my schedule?” I ask.

“Likely,” says Doug. He’s in professional mode, meaning not a word too much.

“Let me pull the tower data,” I say, and my mind finally focuses, “Maybe we can retrace other logs of that number.”

Only it runs into a dead end.

“Cross-referencing other employees wouldn’t make sense,” Doug says, thinking to himself. “What’s the threat potential?”

“Came clean,” I say. The employee was, after all, initially and continuously vetted.

“Does your threat potential show his connections to white nationalists?” asks Ella, who stands in the doorway to my office, and I am ripped from my mind. I didn’t even hear her walk away.

“What?” I ask, and look from her to Doug and back.

“Here," says Ella as she walks over and hands me a picture frame with a photo of the employee, showing him with a couple of friends in a group of people, probably at a festival. I don’t see anything particularly notable about it.

“Their hands,” she says when I glance at her questioningly. “It’s the sign for white power. Sometimes labeled as a hoax, but if you look closely enough at the people in the back, one of them has a shirt with the ‘Viking Compass’ on it. It’s misused by nationalist extremist groups worldwide.”

I stare at her, at the photo in my hand, then back. Everything is so subtle that even I, who sees patterns everywhere, didn’t notice it. I've walked past this picture for months, and yet, it takes her just one look?

My eyes narrow as my gut warns me something's off. But is it her? Or because I didn’t catch it? Or because I uncovered an extremist within the company?

I look at Doug to see what’s going on in his mind. He stares at her, too.

“My brother was part of such a group in Denmark,” Ella says silently. “One of the reasons I had to get as far away as possible.”

“Could it be a possibility that it’s them coming after you here?” I ask, genuinely concerned, remembering I am not the only one with issues right now.

“I don’t know,” she says. I see her get smaller. “I hope not.”

“I don’t rely on hope,” I say and turn to Doug. I hesitate. “If we call it in with the officials, we’ll be out of control, and those groups have excellent lawyers. If we don’t, we’ll be vulnerable.”

I also don’t feel comfortable with Ella being so close in a matter like this, but I cannot tell him that out loud.

“Your choice,” he says.

“Can I see his profile?” Ella asks, and Doug and I both narrow our eyes at her.

“Studied psych, remember?” she asks and laughs. “It’s my special interest to analyze people.”

I hesitate a moment, but then say, “Sure.” An extra set of eyes doesn’t hurt.

She pulls the laptop towards her.

“You can put in prompts for certain requests,” I say, and show her where.

“I’m more interested in what Zeus didn’t catch,” she says. “Like the photo.”

I watch her scroll and click through the profile.

“Can I see the phone?” she asks, and I hand it to her.

She swipes through the used apps.

Mail. Messages. Photos. Socials. I see nothing out of the ordinary. She types in search words like ‘proton’, ‘vault’, and ‘privacy’. She checks the names of contacts; her finger lingers on one name a little longer than the others.

Wes Peter, I read in my mind. A name that says nothing to me.

“So,” she says after a while. “First thing, he uses Tor. Second, does Zeus go beyond hidden folders and file vaults? And third, can Zeus look for a contact in other known extremist group members by the name of Wes Peter? Not the number, but the name?”

“It does, both,” I say, and put in the prompt for the cross-referencing request.

It takes Zeus a moment to assemble the data, and I can feel my heart pounding against my chest.

The output returns over ten thousand matching datasets, all have a contact named Wes Peter, and my jaw drops. Something that rarely happens.

“Have Zeus look for anything connected to the number eighteen or eighty-eight, social handles, messages, numbers, photos, everything,” she says, and I set Zeus onto it.

I get eight names; one of them stands out for a connection to something called H88. A nationalist movement originated in Germany, now active in Texas, and the man I am looking at is on the radar for pushing anti-immigration and anti-LGBTQ+ agendas, rape, violations against gun laws, and the use of nationalist signs.

I check everything we have on him.

Ella holds the picture frame next to the display.

“Looks like him,” Ella says and points at the man in the back of the photo, referring to one in the database.

It’s hard to tell because his face isn’t shown, but the appearance matches the mugshots available in the database.

“Can you print that out?” Ella asks me.

“Why?” I ask.

“Let’s see his reaction to it,” she says casually. “I’m sure your bulldog has learned all the interrogation tactics there are.”

I nod.

We enter the room where Doug has handcuffed the employee, and the security staff watches him.

Doug flaps the photo in front of him.

“Recognize that?” Doug asks.

I see his pupils widen for a fraction of a second, almost impossible to catch. It is all the confirmation I need.

The man shakes his head. I can see the glee on his face; he’s wearing it proudly like a crown.

“Listen,” I say, “You can either tell us what you’re up to, or we’ll invoke every possible fine and legal option we have per violation of your contracts for the protection of government secrets.”

He seems utterly unimpressed.

“Try me,” he says, and I have a desire to hit him full in the face. “I have done nothing wrong.”

“Being part of an extremist group is,” I say dangerously.

He looks me dead in the eye as if I am something beneath him. “Prove it,” he says darkly, an arrogant smirk on his face.

A tickling sensation spreads through my fingers. I am going to crush him. Doug sees my anger and signals me to keep it together. I don’t know what’s happening to me lately. Everything seems to spin out of control.

Ella leans in on me and whispers in my ear.

“He’s so self-assured; those people are very well connected with the underground world, drugs, money, guns, identities. There is only one thing that can’t be changed, and that is DNA.”

“You think he’s someone else?” I whisper back.

“My brother vanished and became someone else—” she says silently. “There’s only one way to find out…” she adds.

I can’t tell what it is, but when I look in her eyes, I don’t see the woman I met before all this anymore. She seems so different, and I don’t know whether that is a good thing, but I don’t have time to think about it right now.

I tell Doug what to do by whispering in his ear. He nods and unceremoniously walks over to the man and scratches the guy's arm purposely with his fingernails.

Completely illegal, but I don’t care at this point. I’ll vanish that man faster than he can say lawyer if it comes to it—well, or Doug will.

Doug nods at me, telling me he’ll take care of running the DNA, and we leave. I need that DNA, I need to know who that is and what’s behind it.

I take Ella back to my office, and I close the door behind us. I lean against it for a moment, closing my eyes. I feel slightly jittery as the adrenaline flushes out of my system.

Her hand on me. Grabbing around me. Her touch. Her body. Her lips.

She’s like a remedy to all my pain, and I hate everything about it, but I can’t withstand it any longer.

I need release.

I need her.

I need to get my mind off everything, and Ella is the answer to that particular problem.

I know I shouldn’t.

I’ve never relied on anyone for anything in my life, and now I do.

And I know it will cost me one day. Dearly.


13


KAT
PLAYLIST: DUSK TILL DAWN (FEAT SIA) RADIO EDIT – ZAYN, SIA



“Wait here for a minute,” Lilian says, walking over to a desk in the open floor space, where she talks to a young man in a flower shirt with many rings on his fingers. I use the time to glance around Lilian’s office.

No pictures on the wall, except for her framed degrees. Master's in Computer Engineering from Columbia and Economics from Harvard. PhD in Information Technology from Brown.

“Of course,” I say with a scoff and turn away with a shaking head.

My eyes fall onto her desk. There it is, the open laptop with the closed Zeus system.

I glance at Lilian, and she’s still talking to the employee.

My heart pounds as I walk over to it.

It’ll be my death, but I’ll have to.

Have to.

I close it and slip it into my backpack.

I need to get her focus elsewhere when she returns. Change her perception.

I walk back over to where the certificates hang on the wall.

Lilian returns and tells me, “We’re getting out of here.”

“Impressive collection,” I say to her briefly and point at the wall.

“Looks great,” she says, looking at me as she unconsciously packs her bag. “But it’s nothing but paper.”

“You seem to be proud of them,” I say to keep her focused on me.

“I couldn’t care less.”

“Why hang them here, then?” I ask, and she walks up to me.

“They’re an illusion that impresses others, business contacts.”

I scoff.

“Come,” she says and pulls me with her. “Let’s get out of here.”

I grab my backpack and let her, quietly congratulating myself for my cunningness. Only it doesn’t feel like a win. It feels like the thing it is: Betrayal.

I store the emotion somewhere deep down. I am a cold-blooded killer. I don’t care about anything.

“Where are we going?” I ask.

“My home,” she says, and eyes me.

It tastes bitter to me. I put on a smile to keep my real emotion from showing on my face.

I recognize the second bodyguard behind the wheel as we enter her car. It’s a thirty-minute ride to reach her home, and she doesn’t say a word.

I watch her the entire time.

I try to plan and think, but I can’t.

So I just watch her.

We reach her brownstone, and I am neither searched nor checked for anything, and relief spreads through me. Because if I had been searched, I would’ve needed to kill all of them instantly, and with Hannigan as a very trained professional, it would end badly for me.

Lilian hesitates for one second before she opens the door, and my stomach plummets, because I fear she might have changed her mind on the search. But then, she opens the door and lets me in.

I am so curious about how she lives. Not that I care much about interior design, but how a person lives reflects their personality, and I can’t completely grasp her.

I step into the house, and its cleanliness amazes me. No clutter, no nothing. Just free space with the most necessary essentials, like a black leather couch. No art on the walls, no rugs, no plants, not so much as a candle for decoration. The open kitchen, all black, reveals a clean surface, as if it had never been used.

My eyes take in every inch, and I can feel Lilian's eyes on me.

“It’s very…clean,” I say, because I like it, Ella, however, doesn’t. “Almost sterile.”

Lilian snorts.

“Exactly,” she says. “Sit down there,” she adds and points to the couch. “Drink?”

“No,” I say, and don’t do what she said. Instead, I walk over to her and push her back into the wall, my hand wandering over her forehead to push it back.

She gasps as I kiss her throat and neck down to her collarbone and trail back up with my tongue.

“The only thing I want is you,” I say, words pouring from my mouth. Words I shouldn’t say.

“You—“ she begins in her desperate attempt to regain control, but I don’t let her.

“Shut up,” I tell her. “Let me take care of you.”

She wants to fight me over it. Her mouth opened, reproachful eyes. I know, I tell her in my mind.

“You wanted me to make you come three times. We’re two short of that,” I say and add, “I’ll do everything for my mistress,” to appease her. The effect is immediate. She inhales deeply, closes her eyes, and lets me.

My hands trail over her body. The material of her suit is something I have never felt before—it is so soft and yet thick and firm. I need to feel more of her than the fabric allows. I need to feel her skin. Her body. I want to scent and taste her.

My hands brush back her suit, and it drops to the floor with a thud. The silken shirt caresses my skin as I trail my finger over it, opening the buttons.

Only then do I loosen the ascot and slip it off her with a fast tug. The ascot slaps through the air, and she twitches slightly. Oh, how I love to play with the senses.

Her open shirt reveals a black-and-beige laced bra, and I can finally touch her skin.

My hands caress over her sides up her shoulder to open the shirt. My fingertips feel as if I am brushing over rose leaves; never in my life have I felt skin as soft as hers, and I’d love nothing more than to see blood running over it. See it. Taste it. Smear it.

I kiss down between her breasts and down her belly into a high kneeling position.

I glance up to see her reaction as I fumble open her pants. I don’t slide them down; they rest beautifully on her hips.

Matching underwear. I didn’t expect anything less. I myself am not much of a lingerie person, I throw on what fits and is clean, but Lilian and her perfection would never—I know so much now.

I lick my way back up and massage one of her breasts with my hand. Her soft moan confirms that what I am doing is just about right.

I pull down the cup from her left breast, revealing what I desire. My tongue trails around her nipple, which hardens with every circle I draw around it. My lips encase it as I suck on her breast and massage her other breast with my hand.

I wonder if she likes it rougher, so I bite her nipple. Not too hard, but hard enough to make her squeak and throw her head back up.

I look up to check if she liked it, and what I see is a fiery gaze.

A smile curves my mouth.

Lilian grabs me by my jacket, aiming to get rid of it, but the very moment my body stiffens.

I suddenly realize what I am doing here.

This is Lilian.

I can’t.

I can’t let it happen.

Fear surges through me, and my stomach plummets.

I take a step back as my thoughts overwhelm me.

“What’s wrong?” she asks, but her words are so far away.

I feel too much.

I am scared.

I am never scared.

I can’t. I can’t. I can’t.

I can’t be with her as Ella.

The lie I can’t hold up.

Because I am too deep in.

I am.

Not Ella.

I am.

Because of all the feelings I have.

And it cannot be.

It just can’t.

I need to avenge what she, Sutton, and all the others have done.

I stumble back another step.

Fear consumes my chest.

I can’t breathe properly.

The plan.

Focus on the plan, I tell myself.

The plan is the only thing that matters.

It is the only thing that kept me going all those years.

Murdering Sutton.

Now murdering the woman who was part of his organization.

But whatever I try, what I feel doesn’t vanish.

I feel.

For her.

As me.

The ghost.

The killer who can’t kill.

Because of the feelings.

It is one last look, before I run.

Lilian follows me, calling something, but I can’t hear her. My hand is on the door handle as I turn, like being steered by an external force.

I see her. Those mesmerizing eyes stare at me as she closes her shirt.

“I’m sorry,” I say with a voice that isn’t mine, and I’m outside on the doorsteps.

Air.

Breathing in air.

I stumble down the stairs.

Not knowing what to do or where to go.

“Wait!”

I hear her shout after me, but I can’t.

I can’t. I can’t give up who I am for her.

But I also can’t leave.

I am frozen to the spot on the sidewalk.

A hand grasps mine.

Her hand.

Her touch.

I turn.

Those eyes.

“Tell me what’s wrong,” she says.

“I can’t,” I stutter out.

“Why?”

I open my mouth, searching for words, for a lie to tell her, but I can’t. I need to make her hate me to get out of it, because I can’t.

“Because I am doing the one thing I am not allowed to,” I say with a shaky voice, and her face hardens. She has put on a mask, one to protect her from what I am about to say.

“I am violating clause one,” I say. “And I can’t. So please…please let me go.”

“I can’t,” she whispers, and she pulls me close, cups my face. Her lips meet mine before I can do anything.

I am helpless as warmth spreads through my body and I melt into her touch.

There we are, kissing on a sidewalk in the middle of Manhattan, and nothing else matters.

Everything is quiet again.

In me.

Outside me.

It is…peaceful.

The earshattering sound of a fired gun cuts through the air and echoes between the houses. I react without thinking and pull us down, but it’s too late. The bullet has brushed my side, and pain surges through me, but I don’t care.

I pull her with me into the safety of a parked car. I don’t even need to look at her to know she’s hit.

Hannigan is with us within a matter of seconds, and more shots are fired. Hannigan aims and shoots at somewhere behind me, but I have only eyes for Lilian.

Her weak body in my arms as the white shirt turns red from the blood she is losing. The bullet went straight through her upper abdomen.

I could just run away and let her die.

Whoever it was did the job for me.

Just run, I tell myself.

But I can’t.

Not after that kiss.

Glass shattering.

Screaming.

“We need to get her to a hospital!” I shout at Hannigan.

I glance up to check what’s going on. There are still shots fired, Hannigan jumps up, shooting blindly before he comes back down into cover.

“Can you carry her?” he asks. I honestly don’t know. I am trained, but lifting a body without tension as carefully as possible because of the bleeding is not easy. But who am I not to try?

I have her in my arms when a motorcycle pulls over and comes to a halt in front of my eyes. The world freezes, and before the biker pulls the gun, I already know what’s about to happen.

“Gunman!” I shout. “Ninety left, motorcycle!”

Hannigan reacts immediately, but shooting a fully clothed and protected rider without proper aiming is a one-in-a-million hit. The biker takes off as fast as he came.

I curse in my mind because I definitely revealed too much of myself now, and if Hannigan is as good as the reports say, he’ll notice what I did—but it was either that or be dead.

“Cover me!” I shout as I stand up with Lilian in my arms. She stares at me, her body shudders, and I see the consciousness fading from her.

Hannigan shoots and opens the car door. I push Lilian in the car, and she screams out loud; her eyes have a weakness in them that I have seen before, in those whom I have killed.

“Stay with me,” I say and slap her face, leaning over her.

Somewhere in the distance, I hear sirens.

“I’m going to put pressure on that wound,” I say, “It’ll hurt like shit, but that’s good.”

I rip open her blood-soaked shirt, crumble half of it under her, and use the other half as a compress to put pressure on her upper abdomen because I don’t have anything else.

Lilian screams more as I press.

Hannigan slams the door shut behind us and jumps into the driver’s seat.

“It’s a through-and-through,” I say. Hannigan is on the phone ASAP, coordinating with a team and calling Langone Health to inform them of our imminent arrival.

“She’s fading,” I tell Hannigan, as I slap her face again. It’s a real challenge to keep pressure when racing through a city with a thousand corners and turns.

“We’re almost there,” he says, and I hear the pressure in his voice.

“Stay with me,” I tell Lillian. “Focus on the pain. There is pain; feel the pain. It keeps you alive. Don’t tune out.”

I press slightly more, she gasps.

“Yes,” I say, “Good girl.”

Life returns to her for just the briefest of seconds, and then we’re there.

Doctors and nurses take over.

Hannigan rushes with her.

I stay back and breathe.

Collecting myself and my thoughts.

I have goosebumps on my skin.

My hand wanders mindlessly over my lips.

The lips Lilian just kissed.

And now she might die.

I am scared.

Scared of her dying, while I should be happy someone did the job for me.

Think about something else, I tell myself.

I focus on my surroundings.

Cold air.

Noises of the city.

But my mind doesn’t let itself be distracted.

Everything is so messed up.

I blew my cover.

Hanning will know.

She’ll know if she survives.

I need to be gone by then.

Far away were Zeus can’t find me.

“Are you okay?” someone asks me, and I focus back on where I am. I look at a nurse.

“Yeah, yeah,” I say. “It was just messy.”

“Why don’t you come inside and we check you out and look at that wound?”

Wait, what wound?

“No,” I say, “I’m fine. It’s her blood, not mine,” I add as I glance down at my arms and shirt, covered in blood. Which is not entirely true. The bullet did brush me, but I don’t care. I need to get away.

“Let's get you cleaned up then,” says the nurse, and tries to steer me inside.

“I’m okay, really,” I say and turn. I have to get away. Far, far away.

So I walk away. Three black Escalades pull up in front of the hospital. I tense for one second before I recognize two of Lilian’s people. They will be securing the area.

Get away, I tell myself. Walk!

I’m not one to be in shock over having shots fired at me. What shocks me most is that I couldn’t let her die.

I don’t want her to die.

I have feelings.

Desires.

And now she might die anyway.

The world around me feels strange.

I glance around.

I can’t shake the feeling of being watched. Maybe some of her people are already following me again because Hannigan knows something is off about me.

Gods, what a messed-up shit show my life is.

I walk down the sidewalk without knowing where I am going. I need a plan. I need to burn Ella, get to my safety apartment, and then vanish for a very long time.

Suddenly, a motorcycle crosses my path on the sidewalk. It's the same bike from before, and a gun is pointing at me.

A hand grasps my shoulder from behind.

I react with years of fight-and-reaction training. I am not Ella anymore. I am me, Kat, whoever that is.

I react with force as I am still on edge. I spin around, hit the man’s arm down, pull him close, swirl him around me so he is between me and the motorcycle, and get my arm around his throat.

“Who the fuck are you?” I hiss in his ear. The person is roughly my height and wrestles with my headlock.

“Who the fuck are you?” asks the man, through gritted teeth. I know how forceful I can be, especially when I lock my arm with the other.

“I asked first,” I say.

“It’s two of us, one of you,” says the person on the motorcycle, still wearing a helmet.

“Listen very closely,” I say threateningly. “You are alive right now because I want to know who you are and why you are here. If I wanted, you would have been dead the moment you put a hand on my shoulder.” My voice gets dark as I close my arm even more. “One sudden move here,” I say silently, “and you drop dead in an instant. So talk now, or we’re done here.”

Silence.

“I'm counting to three,” I say. “One, two⁠—“

And then, a shot is fired. The bullet rushes past me and hits the person on the motorcycle through the helmet visor, directly in the face. Rider and bike fall over with an ear-shattering thud as I spin round and see Hannigan walking up to us, gun drawn.

What a fucking precision shot. Only a few people can pull something like that off with a handgun from that distance.

He walks up and presses the gun into the forehead of the man I have in a headlock.

“Who are you and who do you work for?” he asks, coldly, with a murderous look on his face. I loosen my grip with one hand and search the pockets. I find a phone and hand it to Hannigan.

I find something else, a small sewn-in pocket with a little pill in it. And I know who they are. I know because I have seen it before. My fingers grasp the small pill and pull it out. I let it slip into my sleeve so Hannigan doesn’t see. I might need it.

The man doesn’t answer, and I see Hannigan is close to snapping.

“Look at the gun of the biker,” I say. “Is there a 94:1 engraved on it?”

Hannigan's eyes flash at me, but he does as I say.

He grasps the gun, turns it, and nods.

“It’s the Lords,” I say. “They are professional contractors for the cause of religious extremists. 94:1 is a psalm, ‘O Lord, God of vengeance, O God of vengeance, shine forth.’ They kill the, in their eyes, sinners, the unholy, the greedy,” I tell him. My cover is blown anyway.

“Heard of them,” says Hannigan, and then puts a bullet into the guy's head. Blood splatters over me, and I turn away, wiping over my face with my arm.

I let go of the man, and he drops onto the floor, but Hannigan doesn’t lower his gun. It’s now pointing at me.

“And who are you?” he says. “Not an innocent Danish girl.”

“No,” I say.

“Then who are you?”

“Is she okay?” I ask him instead.

“Who. Are. You?” roars Hannigan at me.

“Tell me she’ll be alright,” I say silently. I don’t even know why it is so important to me.

“She’s in surgery,” he says coldly. “They’ll give their best.”

I close my eyes for one moment. I feel her lips on mine again, her touch, and hear her laugh. My fingers wander over my lips to protect the feeling at all costs. But they’re not there. It’s an illusion.

Everything is.

Everything is a lie.

So I open my eyes, turn, and walk.

“Freeze!” shouts Hanningan, but I call him on his bluff.

A bullet cuts through the air next to my head.

I don’t flinch, I don’t turn, I don’t react.

I walk.

I’m walking away because otherwise I would have to acknowledge what I feel, and I can’t.
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LILIAN
PLAYLIST: HUMAN – CHRISTINA PERRI



When I wake up, my head is pounding. I look around, and Doug is right there beside me.

“Hey there,” he says before sitting on my bed. “Welcome back.”

“How long was I out?” I ask, my throat sore and mouth dry.

“A day,” he says, handing me a cup with a straw. “Surgery went well, and the bullet caused the least possible damage. Didn’t hit your lung and only scratched a major blood vessel.”

“Where is Ella?” I ask. “Is she alright?”

Doug tenses.

“What?” I ask as my body goes into full alert. The monitor next to me starts beeping, as my pulse races.

“She’s alright,” he says, then hesitates. "But—“ his voice trails off.

“But what?” I ask urgently. I am wide awake, and if he’s not giving me an answer right now, I need to get up and find out myself.

Doug holds his phone in front of my face. I watch Ella being stopped by a motorcycle and another person, handling them like a professional, and then Doug stepping in. My body feels icy.

“Where did you get that?” I ask and rewatch it.

“CCTV,” he says. “She blew her cover to save you.”

Her cover.

“Did she now?” I ask.

“She knew I’d figure out she’s not innocent Ella the moment she saved you from being shot. She used code language.”

A part of me separates the longer I watch the replay.

“So, she’s a professional,” I croak out finally. “Why wasn’t she flagged on our background?”

“I don’t know,” Doug says. “She’s probably that good.”

“Fooling Zeus?”

“What other explanation is there?” he asks.

I can’t fully process everything that happened because it pulls the rug from under my feet. I stare at Doug with wide eyes.

“Could she be the one who killed Jared?” I ask. “That she did everything else to come close to me?”

She was in my home.

I invited her to my home. I thought—goddamnit, what did I even think?

I know why I made it my number one rule to never bring anyone home or engage beyond the contract.

“I don’t know, but my gut tells me no,” Doug says. “She could’ve killed you on so many occasions, it seems unlikely.”

“Many things seemed unlikely,” I say coldly. “Yet, here we are.”

He huffs in agreement.

“Do you know where she is?” I ask as I watch the video again.

“Not anymore. Not even Zeus does. I am sure she burned the cover.”

“Why didn’t you stop her?”

“I tried, but shooting her on an open street seemed not the right measure at the time.”

I frown. I don’t even ask myself what I would’ve done, because I know exactly what. I would’ve put a bullet in her head without blinking.

“Find her,” I say coldly.

“And then what?”

“Then I am going to kill her for lying and betraying me.”

I am not one to be hurt or feel any psychological pain, but right now, I do. And she’ll pay for it, whoever and wherever she is. The thought of it is the only thing keeping me in check right now.

Doug cocks an eyebrow, but I ignore him.

The conversation is hereby ended.

I spend the entire day rethinking every conversation I had with Ella. Each memory intensifies my anger, making my skin feel like it's on fire. How could I have been so careless and foolish?

Doctors and nurses fuss over me, and at some point, I order them out harshly. Doug has no new information, except for feral media speculations and that he’s following a lead on a group called the Lords, something Ella had told him, apparently. She’s everywhere, and I can’t escape my thoughts. Restlessness makes it impossible to stay in my bed any longer.

On day six, I am leaving the hospital against medical advice, but I can’t deal with being stuck here any longer. My wound isn’t leaking anymore, and I feel less jittery now. As far as wounds resulting from a gunshot go, I was very lucky.

I also have responsibilities, a company to manage, and the task of finding the people who are after me. I'm advised to slow down, but Doug and I both know that advice will be ignored altogether.

Being back home does not feel as satisfying as I hoped. Doug set up my living room with an adjustable armchair. It’s not exactly my taste, but I can live with it for the time being, except when I look up and see the wall Ella forced me into.

Every time I see it, my body immediately reacts with a flashback, something that is driving me nuts. I need to find her, and when I do, I’ll make sure she’s out of my head forever.

“Tell me exactly what steps you took to locate her,” I order Doug. He tells me of the Zeus searches, CCTV footage, and log tracking, but all inquiries hit dead ends. Knowing how skilled Doug is only grows my frustration. With all the resources I have, the full force of a government surveillance system, an AI that analyzes every movement behind me, and I can’t find her.

I am spending two more days reviewing all the footage and traces related to her. I also revisit all our materials concerning Jared’s death. Additionally, I rewatch security footage from around the time of his death, both from his home and the company.

I watch that hooker write her number on the wall when my chest rumbles, and I freeze.

I zoom in.

Those hands. The way she holds the pen.

It takes me ten seconds to ask Zeus to estimate the person's height in the footage.

5’9.

The same height as Ella.

Icy anger cuts through my chest.

“Doug!” I call, and exactly that moment, the doorbell rings.

He heads to the door first, and I watch him open the door from my armchair.

He glances down, his body tenses, and he draws his gun. I can’t see around him, but no one seems to be there.

“What is it?” I ask, rolling back my shoulders in apprehension—not without pain. My chest still hurts like shit.

“Package, I don’t recall you ordering something.”

“I didn’t,” I say.

Doug closes the door, leaving the package where it is. It’s awfully big, and my mind is already on edge. What if it’s a bomb?

Doug gets a metal detector and swipes it over the parcel.

“Negative,” he calls, and I can feel my body relax.

He slips on a mask and gloves before he opens the package outside.

“There’s a card,” he says, and brings it inside to hold it up for me to read.

Get well soon.

My mouth drops open.

“What’s in the package?” I hear myself ask.

“You gotta see that for yourself,” says Doug cryptically and carries the package inside.

He opens the box, and a disgusting smell trails up my nose.

“Ewwwww!” I say and turn away.

“Look at it,” says Doug, and I do what he tells me to.

My heart plummets.

In the box is a severed hand, holding a gun. Stiff and dull-matte in its color, with dried blood on the outside. Cut off by the wrist, I can see the bones and cord-like structures. The scent is the worst of it. I want to vomit.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” I ask as my eyes wander from Doug to the box.

“It’s the Lords,” says Doug. “The gun has the same engraving as the one I killed.”

It takes me a moment to find my words, because I don’t know what to think and feel right now.

“She fucking killed someone,” I whisper. “And cut off his hand to send it to me in a fucking box! What kind of fucking mad person does that?”

This is a situation that allows any form of cursing.

“I’d say a person who's madly in love,” says Doug. “And well, a killer,” he adds sardonically, and all I want to do is murder him for even saying it.

“A person who’s madly in love and lives a lie? Sounds psycho to me.” I say coldly and add, “Get that away from me. Do whatever with it.”

“Also,” I say, “I’m fairly sure she’s the one who killed Jared.”

“What makes you believe that?”

“Here,” I say, and turn my laptop to him. “It’s her. Same height. Look at the hands. I know it’s her.”
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KAT
PLAYLIST: LOVE SURROUNDS YOU – RAMSEY



Ilove the thrill. My entire life, I have been balancing on a parapet, tempting fate to push me over the edge. Always have. Always will. Never happened.

The part of me that loves the thrill wanted me to be caught by Hannigan when I dropped off my little gift. It’s the same part that wants to find out if Lilian really would live up to her words: Kill me.

My mouth tilts into a daring smirk.

She wants to kill me.

And I have to kill her.

Sounds about right to me.

The gift took me three days of tracking to find out who fired the shot at her. Another two to get to him. One to get everything I needed out of him.

And now, I am no closer to any resolution than before.

I know the Lords targeted Lilian and Sutton under contract, but I don’t know why or who exactly is behind it. The only way to find out is to confront one of the most dangerous groups in the country, possibly the world. They are extremely good; they kill without hesitation, leave no trace, have friends in high places, and vanish like ghosts. I have circled around them for a reason, and so has my mentor. It was she who taught me to stay as far away as possible.

What I am about to do will end badly, I know it, but there is no other way, because no one touches Lilian. If someone kills her, it’ll be me, and no one else. They already took Sutton from me; I will have her. A dangerous predator growls in my chest right now, one that is ready to lose everything.

Maybe it’s a good thing I still have a cover right now—I’ll use Ella to go after the Lords, even if it means I have Hannigan and Zeus breathing down my neck the moment anything connected to Ella surfaces.

“Rosalia,” I say when I dial the number.

“Are you in trouble?” she asks me.

“No, yes, maybe,” I say. “No. But I need you to tell me everything you know about the Lords.”

Silence.

“Don’t do it, hun,” she says.

“I have to,” I say. “I have to.”

“Sutton is dead,” she says. “What else is there?”

I don’t know what to tell her. She will call me stupid and crazy if she ever finds out why I am going after the Lords.

“Oh, honey,” she says with a sigh. “I hope she’s worth it.”

Rosalia has trained me year after year, after year. She knows me. And I cannot lie to her.

“Just tell me what you know,” I say.

“The Lords’ work is decentralized and conducted via a network in the shadows. They have a broker who makes the deals and acts as a bank. No money trails, no names, no nothing.”

A broker.

“Do you know how I get to him?”

“No. I have never encountered him. There is only a rumor I heard.”

“What rumor?”

“You cannot find them until they want to find you.”

I understand. I need to put myself on their radar.

“Thank you, Rose,” I say.

“Be safe, Kiddo,” she says and hangs up.

What neither Rosalia nor the Lords know is that I now have something they won’t see coming: Zeus on a closed system. The laptop I took from Lilian's office. By doing so, I not only broke her trust but now also officially conspired against the government of the United States—but it was a one-in-a-million chance, one I had to take.

Lilian does well to hate me.

I take every precaution I can before I open the laptop. Meaning I use an open network in a cafe with no surveillance, wearing a hood pulled deep over my face and glasses to conceal myself even as Ella.

I don’t know Zeus's code, so I don’t know which parts are on-device and which use cloud computing and require closed server access. What I know is that there will be security mechanisms in place to handle external requests within the closed system, so I am ready to either vanish quickly or defend myself.

My plan is to act as quickly as possible, fetch what I need, and become a shadow again.

I have to crack the password first, but since I saw nine of the sixteen digits she typed, my cracking tool cracks it in under ten seconds.

Lilian's search for the employee is still open, and I cross-reference him to everything I got from the man I killed. First and foremost, locations and contact overlaps.

Zeus gives me four results. Three communications to the same number, one time in the same place. A warehouse in New Jersey, owned by a company named Iscariot Industries. It makes me suspicious. Because Judas's last name, the one who betrayed Jesus, was Iscariot.

I make Zeus give me a movement map of both of them and let it overlay, because I get suspicious. The movements are almost identical, with only three outliers, and I wonder if Zeus could find other people with a similar movement map.

It takes ages, and I glance around nervously, watching the street outside through the cafe’s glass doors. My breathing is agitated. I didn’t plan on being here that long, and every minute bears more risk.

Just when I think I need to stop it, I get a result.

Four more people. All with a contact named Wes Peter, but with different numbers.

And I finally understand.

Wes Peter is the broker. It has to be.

I set Zeus to generate a list of all the numbers it can find for known persons with a contact named Wes Peter; it’s quite long, and I’ll handle the rest with my tools. I pull it onto an external drive. I need to leave.

One name draws my attention, and I freeze.

Robert Grand-Hives. The UK Prime Minister.

“I’ll be damned,” I whisper as I understand that everything is connected. Everything.

I close the laptop and slip out of the cafe’s back door as a precaution, enter the subway two minutes later, and become a nobody among the everybodys.

While I ride the subway, my mind sorts and stacks the new information.

I change subways at the last possible moment at 6 Av, and check if anyone follows me, but no one does.

I pull out my laptop and check what I can find about the building and the company the employee went to.

From what I find, it smells like a shell corporation. The people running it don’t have any digital trail, nothing.

I can hack into the camera system from a building across the street to see part of the warehouse, but nothing appears out of the ordinary.

I’ll take a look in person. Afterwards, I’ll go after the four people with the same movement map.

It takes me an hour to get there, and I walk past the building, checking the entrances and exits. There are several, many of them have no cameras. I can’t see anyone in the warehouse and hear no movement, nor do I get any signal from an open Wi-Fi or Bluetooth connection, so I choose an unsurveilled door and pick the lock.

Inside, I draw my gun and have a second magazine, a second gun, a tear gas grenade, and a knife ready.

I walk silently through the building, corner by corner, and find absolutely nothing. I even check for trapdoors, secret rooms, or any kind of bodily traces, like blood or hair. But there is nothing. It is almost too clean.

They might’ve had cleaners wiping down the building. I need to check whether there are any camera recordings of the building across the street. Maybe it got an image of someone entering.

I walk back to the exit I came through and put my gun back.

I open the door, and three guns are pointed at me.

“Hands up!” shouts a man with shaved hair and piercing dark eyes. The first thing I notice about him is an SS Siegrunen tattoo on his neck, which confirms this building has something to do with the Lords.

I move my hands up as I assess the situation. I could jump away and close the door in their faces, but the chance of success is too slim. I also want information, so I’ll let them take me. Coming this close to the Lords is as dangerous as it is intriguing.

Another one of the guys steps up to me, grabs my arms, handcuffs me, and pushes me inside.

“Who are you?” asks the man with the neck tattoo while I am dragged inside. He seems to be the leader of the three, because the others do what he says.

I keep my mouth shut.

Both my guns are taken.

“Talk,” shouts the man, and pushes his gun into my chest. Men like him are all the same. Power-hungry idiots with an ego issue who try to get up the food chain by violence. They are the ones who absolutely hate it when women don’t do what they want, lose their shit, and make themselves vulnerable by it.

I am ready to provoke him by ignoring him.

I get hit full in the face with the gun, so hard I almost trip over.

Once.

Twice.

Thrice.

I spit some blood on his shoes when I get up. Pain throbs through my cheek into my eye, but it isn’t the first time I've been beaten up, and won’t be the last.

I let him hit me, so he doesn’t see I am fumbling with the handcuffs, and I also analyze his way of moving. He reveals his way of attack and interaction, and the next time, I’ll use it to my advantage. I’ll kick him and strangle him with my legs alone.

“Talk now, or you’ll wish to be dead soon,” he threatens me. I continue to ignore him. I have already fumbled the standard handcuff key out of the hidden pocket in my sleeve.

At that moment, he shoots my left arm. The key almost slips from my fingers as my hands clench into fists, and I gasp away the pain.

I am so going to murder him now. My body switches into attack mode.

I quickly assess the situation and plan my move. One of the other guys is watching the door, and the other positioned himself in the back, thirty degrees to my left. It’ll be a close call and needs absolute perfection to hit them all in a matter of three seconds.

The handcuff on my right arm slips open. I chose to free my leading hand, although I have trained my left hand very well.

“Your choice,” says the leader, his arm outstretched, gun pointing at me. I duck, grab his arm with the gun in his hand, and pull, so he stumbles. He is unprepared, and I use it to my advantage.

I shoot the two other men with the gun in his hand before I kick the back of his knee, bring him down, pull his arm back, and push my full weight, knee first, into his back.

He groans in pain, and only then do I remove the gun from his hand and store it in my holster.

“So,” I say. “Tell me who you are, or you’ll join your two friends.”

I pull his arm higher; it burns heavily in the shoulders, and he screams from the pain.

He’s giving me the same silent treatment I gave him.

“I know exactly two hundred and thirty ways to make you die slowly and very painfully,” I say. “The nicest of it is to skin you alive, so I’d advise you to talk right now, or I’ll pick something extra painful,” I add in a very dark and yet amused tone.

“Let’s start with your name.”

Blood drips from my arm, but not as badly as it could. He didn’t aim to kill me. It was a warning.

“Simon,” he says weakly. “Simon Koehler.”

“And why are you here, Simon?”

“Because you trespassed on private property.”

“Not what I meant. Who’s your employer?”

“Iscariot Industries,” he says, and I snap.

“Cut the bullshit,” I tell him with warning anger in my voice. “You know that’s not what I mean.”

He laughs derogatorily, and I shoot him in the leg.

“Find your words now?” I ask when he finally stopped screaming.

What a pathetic sissy.

“You’ll kill me anyway,” he says. “Why should I talk?”

“I won’t, if you bring me in,” I say. The words just came out of my mouth.

“We don’t take women,” he says disparagingly and with disgust in his voice.

“Well,” I say, “Your choice. Bye-bye then.”

“Wait!” he roars.

“Speak, now, or we’re done,” I say.

“Take my phone. Call Wes Peter, speak to him. The number is only viable until the assignment is done, then it burns.”

So that’s how they do it.

I do as he says, store the gun in my back holster, and fumble the phone from his pocket.

“Let me guess,” I ask, “The pin is 8888?” Those wanna-be nazis are all the fucking same idiots. I have come across some of those Hitler-loving bastards over the years.

“Yes,” he growls.

I unlock the phone and call the number.

A male voice answers.

“Is it done?”

“It is not,” I say. “Not as you expect, at least.”

“Who is this?” asks the voice.

“A nobody unless you bring me in,” I say.

A mocking laugh echoes in my ears through the speaker, just like the man under my knee.

I hate men. What I hate more are men who have no respect.

“Poor Simon here told me the same, and I advise you to listen closely,” I say. “You can either bring me in and have me as your friend and for your cause, or I’ll bring you all down. I have all your names. I know about the pills, the Prime Minister of the UK, I know about your targets, and I know that Jared Sutton had very, very sensitive information. You may have deleted them, but I have copies.”

I emphasize my last words with an arrogant glee.

Silence follows.

I wait patiently. I hear no breathing, so I am sure I’m put on mute.

“Wait for transit,” the man on the phone finally says.

“Just so you know, killing me will transfer all the data to the public. I have insurance,” I say, “so don’t you dare try anything on me.”

The man growls. I interpret it as confirmation, yet I won’t trust them a second.

“I figure Koehler is still alive?” the man asks.

“Can confirm,” I say. “He is unable to move, though. And he’s leaking.”

“He’s been a liability; take care of it.”

One misstep and you’re dead. So much about God’s will.

“I understand,” I say and hang up.

“Well,” I say, pull the gun and drive a bullet through the back of his head. His body turns limp as I say, “It’s bye-bye after all.”

I get up, take all the guns just as a precaution, and take care of my arm, which is just a minor through-and-through, no major arteries hit, and will heal by itself. I also clean any traces of me.

Then I wait.

I wonder how they recognized the trespassing. So, as I get bored of waiting, I use the time to check for anything remotely security-related, but I can’t find anything. I should’ve taken my tool for finding electric cables with me.

Transit arrives, and I wait for them with a drawn gun as the door opens.

Two men appear, no guns; they point me outside. I lower my gun and follow them. A black full-size GMC SUV waits outside, and I enter.

A man in a suit sits in the back seat, his gaze as cold as curious. His eyes tell me all I need to know: grey, disengaged, while murderously delighted. I know a psychopath when I see one. It’s not that I am repulsed by them; I actually enjoy them because they can be very predictable and unemotional, unlike other, overemotional humans. Can be, because the right trigger can make them emotional, murderous monsters. It’s a thin line. I know what I am talking about.

“So, who are you?” he asks, and I recognize the voice from the phone.

“I have many names,” I say and stare outside the window. “Right now, I am someone with aligned interests,” I say.

“And why might that be?”

“Lilian Anne Knightley,” I say, and turn to look him straight in the eye.

He glances at me with eyes as slits, probably analyzing me equally and determining what to do with me.

“Your men ambushed my mission,” I say. “As a result, Knighltey’s watchdog killed them both and almost got to me, too.”

“I’d rather say it was you who crossed our paths,” he says.

“A matter of perspective. Knightley has information I need before she dies, something my employer wants very much,” I lie, just to make sure that I am not underestimated.

“Who is your employer?” he asks, naturally.

“Someone way up the food chain,” I say. “I believe in the equal caliber of your client.”

His silence on the matter confirms my theory. There is a client, an employer. Someone high profile.

“Why are we here, Mrs Nobody?” he finally asks.

“What I wonder is why she is on your target list,” I say, and let my voice trail off for a moment, staring outside to check where we are going.

“That software of hers has destabilized established orders,” he says, and I understand.

“I need a name,” I say.

“My business runs on privacy,” he says. “I am not going to divulge my clients to anyone.”

So it is his business. Meaning he is the broker.

“Your business runs on you dealing with problems in the shadows. Would be a shame if it all went public, wouldn’t it?”

His eyes narrow into slits, but I am not easily intimidated.

“I need the information,” I say, “I offer you a deal. I get the information and kill her under your name and make sure Zeus is buried with it.”

He considers me.

“Our inside man got busted,” he says, “It will be nearly impossible to get to her.”

“Not for me,” I say.

“You seem awfully confident,” he says and chuckles darkly.

“I got to you, didn’t I?” I ask rhetorically and with as much arrogance in my tone as possible.

The hint of a smirk appears on his face.

“The name of your client,” I say.

“POTUS,” he says, and reaches into the door storage and pulls out a burner. My heart sinks, because right this moment, I know there won’t be a way out.

I have walked into death, and maybe it is for the better.

“Here,” he says. “Use it only for confirmation of your success. You know who we are, so don’t even try to double-cross us. If all goes well, you may live; if not, you’ll be dead before you can please.”

“I don’t play around,” I say. “I get things done.”

The car comes to a halt.

“Use one of the guns you took from my people as an identifier, leave it. Call. We’ll clean. You vanish and never lose a word about our…temporary alliance.”

“There will be no need for cleaning,” I say.

“And why is that?” he asks.

“Because I am awfully good at burning things down beyond recognition.”

He scoffs in appreciation.

“I wonder,” I say, “How did you know I entered the warehouse?”

“One of the many secrets we hold,” he says and adds with a cunning smirk, “We don’t dare speak of the Lord’s power.”

I snort before I open the door, grab my backpack, and slip a transmitter underneath the seats. I know they’ll come to kill me eventually. When they do, I’ll see it coming and take as many of them with me as possible.

The man leans in on me.

“You have 48 hours,” he says and closes the door in front of my face.

I walk away without looking back.

People stare at me, even though I have my hood slipped on.

They let me out on the worst spot ever possible, and that is Broadway. Many people to get lost in are usually good, but not if I am hurt and stand out. My face must still be bloody and swollen from the beating I took, not to forget I’m wearing a blood-soaked jacket.

I need to get lost in the crowd and do what I inevitably have to do, the thing I should have done all along.
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LILIAN
PLAYLIST: CARRY MY STONE – BRAD URBA



“She fucking took it!” I roar. “I know she did. That’s why she was here.”

“Lil,” Doug says, and I am close to ripping his head off. “You need to calm down. Otherwise, you’ll jeopardize the wound and healing process.”

“I don’t fucking care!” I shout. I hardly recognize myself at this moment. This isn’t who I am; I know better. But everything that’s happened has finally got me, and right now, this is the outlet.

I rest against my desk in the company, panting in murderous anger and a stabbing pain in my chest. Each breath pinches my chest, but I ignore it.

After I received the security alert that the closed system was operated outside the company, I ordered Doug to take me in. He pulled every card in the book to have me rest, but I am his boss—end of story.

I never leave that laptop unguarded, except for this one time when Ella, or whatever her real name is, was here and we had the issue with the employee. Maybe they were even working together.

I trusted her. I let her in. And she used me. It was all a game to her to get to the company data. She is a spy who played me to get the data.

“I am going to murder her!” I shout and clean off my desk. The monitor, my Tech Innovator Award, and my Forbes 30 Under 30 trophy fly to the ground and shatter into a million pieces.

How could I be so stupid?

“You'd better do so now,” I hear a voice say, and my eyes fly up. There she stands, leaning against my door. Horribly beaten up, blue undereye, swollen cheek, bloody, and a cut lip.

I didn’t even hear her coming in over the shattering glass. Doug has his gun drawn immediately.

I'm at a loss for what to do right now. All the anger in me vanishes like someone opened a drain. I want to ask her who did this to her, to know if she's okay, and what happened. In this moment, I despise myself more than ever before. A feeling I will not allow.

She has to pay, I tell myself. She has to. She betrayed you. Used you. Make her pay.

I open the drawer to my desk and pull out a gun, pointing it at her. It’s been a long time since I held a gun.

She smiles weakly as she walks up to me around the desk.

“Freeze!” shouts Doug, but she ignores him. She walks straight into my gun over the glass pieces on the floor, the crushing noise trails into my ears. She’s pressing herself into the gun on her chest.

She is so close, I can smell the iron scent of the blood on her.

My body longs for her, and I condemn it for it. It cannot be. I need to slip my mask on.

Remember what she did!

My hand shakes from the struggle within me.

“You can kill me now,” she says. “I will die anyway, but then you’ll never find out who’s after you.”

I can’t grasp her words. My mind is occupied with flatlining as I stare into these mesmerizing green eyes.

“What?” I ask stupidly.

She smiles.

“I am going to get something out of my backpack,” she says, not breaking the gaze into my eyes. Those eyes. “I’ll do so very slowly.”

She slips off her backpack and gasps in pain.

“Who did this to you?” slips from my lips, and I instantly regret it.

“I’ll be okay,” she says and puts the backpack on the desk so I can see what she’s doing.

“First,” she says, pulling out the laptop with the closed system, “It was me, and I used it to find the Lords. Nothing else.”

She puts it on the desk, and my anger resurfaces. I glance at Doug briefly. His face is unreadable and focused.

“Secondly,” she continues, “These are the three guns I took from three Lords' members who came after me.” She pulls out a box and opens it for me to see.

“Did they do that to you?” I ask.

“Yes,” she says and glances up at me. I want to lose myself in her eyes.

She betrayed you! shouts the voice in me.

Doug takes the guns out of her grasping range.

“Why are you here?” I ask her, and I somehow lower my gun. My words come out more like a whisper than confident words.

She stares at me, and I see her struggle.

“Because of you,” she says finally, every word carefully chosen. “Because I have to kill you.”

My eyes widen, and I push my gun back into her chest.

“Thirdly,” she says and carefully pulls another laptop from the backpack, “This is my laptop. What’s on there will tell you who I am. You will find a copy of what Sutton had on you, and that it wasn’t I who killed him,” she says silently, her hand on it, as if it is a treasure she protects with her life—probably because it is.

She doesn’t look at me, and a shudder runs down my spine, because I know there is more to come. The tension in the room is at a breaking point.

“You will also find the reason on there, why I have to kill you.”

My breath flattens.

So, she came to kill me.

Words aren’t coming out of my mouth, and my heart jumps over itself when she draws herself up. Her eyes soften the moment she meets mine.

“I said I have to,” she says silently, and her hand wanders over mine that presses the gun in her chest, “But I won’t. I can’t.”

“Why?” I breathe out.

“Because I fell for you,” she says, and a jittery feeling rushes through me, goosebumps spreading over my arms. “I fell for you, not as Ella, but as the person I am. I did the one thing that could never happen, and that is falling for a target.”

“But why am I a target?” I get over my lips.

A weak, almost pitiful smile on her face. It enrages me.

She opens her laptop, enters a password, and presses play on a video. I hold my breath because I immediately know what it is. A video of me pushing a young girl by the hair onto Jared’s cock for a mouth fuck.

I am falling. Back to when it happened. Back to when⁠—

“He made me,” I say in a detached voice. It is something I tried to bury.

“And with what did he make you do it?” she asks. “Last time I looked, you were a very powerful and influential person.”

I close my eyes as my throat closes. But there is no way around it. There is no keeping it hidden anyway.

“He made me do it because he had photos, screenshots of a video, of how I performed…um…oral sex on a professor at university to get through his classes. I was about to fail my degree, and my father would have murdered me, so I did the desperate act.”

“Why hasn’t it been in the files?” she asks.

“Because I made a deal with him. I was supposed to join him and her for a bit of indulgence, and he’d get me the government contacts I needed…” my voice trails off, and I have to avert my eyes. I can’t look at it any longer.

“These are minors!” she suddenly shouts. “Minors! Young girls who were raped by him and his powerful friends. Tortured and used and…” Tears flood down her cheeks, and horror surges through me as I finally understand. What has happened with me and the girl hasn’t been an isolated incident. It was Jared’s business.

“You were one of them,” I say as a shudder of horror runs over my back. I lower the gun.

“Yes,” she says in a bitter voice. “I was one of the girls he took with the promise of papers. When I was fourteen. He drugged me and kept me for a year. Made gangrape parties with me. Impregnated me. He dumped me to die on the streets with a bullet in my chest, where I almost died from it.”

My free hand shoots in front of my mouth.

I am not an emotional person. I couldn’t care less about anything that happens to anyone. But I care about her.

I care about her.

And it goes directly into my chest.

I can’t care about her.

I shouldn’t.

“The bullet they put in my chest didn’t kill me,” she says, “I had no insurance, no papers, no nothing, so I couldn’t go anywhere to get help. I had to give birth to a child, and he took it. I was shot and left in the streets in a muddy corner behind a dumpster. I almost died twice. That’s what Sutton did,” she says, and with every word she speaks, my throat closes further.

I am spiralling.

“That’s why I went after him, to have proof it was him and make him pay. I know so many girls who died at his hands and in the aftermath of his actions. Do you know they had breeding parties? Rape parties to impregnate minors. For fun. And you…you empowered him. You kept his business going. You were part of it. You made it possible.”

“I didn’t know,” I whisper, and tears fill my eyes. “I—” whatever it is, I can’t find the words.

I have never cried in my life. Never. And now, I do.

Her disgust radiates over me before she looks away and wipes away angry tears. Seeing her, hearing all this—I can’t breathe.

“I always thought what Jared did with me was an isolated incident. I thought she was his girlfriend. He told me she was eighteen. We have been drinking, he promised the connections and deleting everything he had—” I say with my chest heaving up and down. “I never knew there was an entire network behind it.”

I am disgusted by the images I see of Jared keeping her in his mansion. Her. Being used, taken, raped by Jared, by his friends. I want to murder them all.

I look at her, and we’re both in tears now.

“Why are you giving me all of this?” I whisper, my voice thick with emotion.

She hesitates a moment before she looks me straight in the eyes. She smiles thinly at me. Rose cheeks in tears with her war-ridden face.

Her hand wanders to my cheek, with her thumb wiping away my tears. Calmness spreads through me at the moment of her touch.

“Because I need you to understand that when I leave here today, I let the Lords kill me so you can live. Because my love for you is stronger than all the hate I will ever feel for you.”
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KAT
PLAYLIST: DON’T LET ME GO – RAIGN



Idon’t know why I even bothered coming here. I should’ve let her in the dark and just walked away.

But I couldn’t.

I had to set it right.

I had to know the truth.

I had to speak what had to be said before I go.

I had to know, she understands.

Understands that I have a reason for all I have done.

But the way she looks at me right now, the horror-struck eyes with the sad shimmer in them, I don’t need that. I don’t need her sympathy. Not her pity. I don’t need anything from her. I have sworn myself to never need anything from anyone. Just as much as I have sworn to never speak of what has happened to me.

And yet, I told her.

Yet, I long for her.

Her.

Her lips, to embrace me.

Her touch, to electrify me.

Her desire, to burn through me.

One last time.

My body acts of its own accord.

I cup her face and pull myself close to her.

Somewhere, far away, I hear a gun drop to the floor, but my focus is nowhere but with her.

Her lips meet mine.

An explosion erupts in my chest as I devour her.

Goosebumps spread all over my body as I close my eyes. For this infinite moment, it’s just me and her, nothing else.

Me and her, as nobodies in nowhere.

Her tongue finds mine; she longs for me as much as I long for her.

Endless moments.

Just us.

No past.

No present.

Until reality catches up with us.

Her fingers dig into my chest, and I smile against her lips as we end the kiss that should never end.

I have to leave, and this has to be goodbye.

I keep them close for just one infinite moment and lean my forehead against hers.

A moment that I’ll take into endless space with me.

“Take care,” I say as I open my eyes, let go of her, and take a step back. I want to see her one last time.

Those ice-blue eyes. Staring right through me into my soul.

I bite my bottom lip. Her cheeks are flushed. I’ll never forget the day I made cold and perfect Lilian Anne Knightley flush.

“No,” she says and grasps my hand.

“I have to,” I say. “They will come for me. And I’ll take them down with me. That’s the plan.”

“Well,” she says. “You'd make a better plan then, because there is no way in hell I will let you go.”

“Watch me,” I say and turn.

“Gods!” she curses and rolls her eyes at me. “You are such a stubborn little brat!”

I snigger.

“No,” I say, and my voice gets dark. My eyes flash through the room, and I see Hanningan backed off by the door, pretending to be stone and not listening. Not that I’d care. “You don’t tell me what to do. I played brat for you, but I am a dominant. There is my way, and none other.”

She stares at me, and her gaze strips my soul bare. The one I didn’t even think I had until I met her.

She tilts her head slightly, and I see a fire lit in her eyes. One I have seen before whenever I am about to be challenged.

“Really,” she says sardonically, and sinks to her knees without breaking eye contact with me, and I can’t believe what is happening.

The moment her shins are on the floor, she places her hands on her thighs, palms up, and her eyes snap down.

I bite my lip so hard it starts bleeding, because I can’t believe she really did that. I close my eyes briefly and slowly shake my head as I process what she just did.

She knows I can never walk away now.

Never.

I walk up to her and grasp her chin to pull it up. The world around me has disappeared.

It is the most beautiful thing I have ever seen.

“You…” I breathe out as I shake my head in disbelief.

The corners of her mouth turn into a knowing smile.

“You shouldn’t have done that,” I say. “How can I ever walk away now?"

She says nothing but grins in pride.

I can’t help myself anymore. I know she is hurt, but otherwise, I would have thrown her on her desk and made her come until she screams my name.

Instead, I lean down and kiss her on the forehead.

I take in her scent.

This wonderful prepossessing scent of devouring presence.

Only then do I tilt my head and whisper in her ear.

“The moment you are healed up, I’ll give you twenty with a cane for that and make you come three times in a row because you earned it.”

I listen to her breathing change over my words, and I enjoy every moment of it.

She turns her face slightly to my ear and whispers, “Whatever you wish, Mistress.”

A huff escapes me, and I shake my head in more disbelief as a wide grin appears on my face.

Oh, we are going to have so much fun, little princess. If we’re still alive in forty-eight hours. And I know I won’t, unless we find a way to kill the Lords all in one shot.

“Get up,” I tell her.

“Can’t,” she says, “My chest.”

I laugh, and she looks humiliated.

“I’ll have to mark this day in my calendar,” I say as I bend down to lift her up. “The day I ruffled Lilian Anne Knightley’s feathers, not once, not twice, but thrice.”

She curses me and flattens her clothes.

“So,” I say, “Now that you made me stay, what’s your plan?”

“First of all,” she says. “You tell me your real name.”

I snort and say, “Kat.”

“Now, you tell me exactly what you found out and how,” she says, and I see her switch back to the bossy baddie I got to know her as.

I tell her how I tracked down the little present for her and how it all started.

“Thanks for that, by the way,” she says sardonically. “Never had a better gift.”

“It was unique,” I say and laugh. She wants, too, but flinches immediately. Her chest is still healing, and she should be anywhere but here. “Please tell me you run prints on him.”

“Doug,” she says, and Hannigan unfreezes.

“We did,” says Hannigan, and I hold him in highest regard for not showing an inch of judgment of what he had just overheard. “And he was in contact with the employee we uncovered.”

“They’re all part of the Lords,” I say and carefully add, “I had Zeus create a movement map on them. They triangulated in a warehouse, where I got into a little dispute with the Lords.”

I open Lilian’s laptop with the closed Zeus system, enter the password, and show them the rest of what I found.

“How the hell did you crack that password?” she asks me.

“I saw you enter some digits, that’s what sped up the process,” I say, shrugging. She stares at me.

“So what are you? Hacker? Contract killer? Vengeance murderer? Spy?”

I snort out. If I only knew. I am everything because I learned from the best. Rosalia Vittare. A shadow herself, who came to take what was never meant to be owned by men. And I became not only her protegee, but her biggest success. Because I am everything I had to become to do what had to be done. Nothing and everything.

“If I knew who I am, I wouldn’t be here,” I say, because she can never know who Rosalia is. No one can ever know. “But I’d say I am decent in my profession of equalizing and everything that comes with it.”

“Equalizing, huh?” she says. “Nice way to say you’re on a fucking murder spree.”

“Anyway,” I say with a grin, “This is the warehouse they use and have set up with alarms. Some of the kind I was unable to detect. I murdered three of them to get to the boss or whatever he is. I was taken by car, and I slipped a transmitter in it, so we can track them via—“ I open a software on my computer. “This here.”

“So,” Lilian says, sunken in thought, “You convinced them you’d kill me?”

“Yes. I told them I could get to you, and they were missing an inside man. I had leverage.”

“You didn’t find out who’s the bankroller by accident?” she asks me, and I keep my mask on to tease her, before I crack into a grin.

“Accidentally, I did,” I say.

“Who?”

“The President of the United States,” I say, and watch Lilian have the same reaction as I had.

“But—“ she stutters.

“But why? Why endorse and fund it and then come after you?” I ask. “There is only one reason. It was used against him; Zeus has something on him. If I were to have a guess, I’d say Sutton used Zeus to blackmail him, because blackmail was Sutton’s main business.”

“Believe me, I know,” Lilian says darkly as she sits down on her chair and slides herself to the desk.

She takes the laptop I took from her.

She stares at it for a moment with her elbows on the table, her hands in a triangle in front of her mouth as she is considering something.

“There is a solution,” she finally says, and she types the President’s name into Zeus.

“Don’t,” I say the moment I know what she’s up to. The thought has occurred to me, too.

“It’s the only way,” she says. “I’ll uncover what Jared had on him, and then I’ll blackmail POTUS to go public in case anything happens to me.”

“He’ll vanish you and every public figure who learns of it.”

“They can’t vanish the entire press,” she says, “I have many favours to call in.”

Her finger lingers for one moment over the key, and then she presses enter.

It takes a moment, and the air gets more tense with every second passing.

What we find is not a single thing but everything. And by everything, I mean everything. Things that put the President in a highly volatile position.

“Doug,” she says after scanning through the files. “We need to get an audience with the President.”

“You are not going into the lion’s den in your state!” I tell her angrily.

“Don’t you dare tell me what I can and can’t do,” she hisses back at me. I mean, I would’ve done the very same, but that’s not the point. I came here to save her, not the other way round.

“And what if he uses the moment and tells the Lords?” I ask. “You may not even get there.”

“I’ll be there too,” says Hannigan in his deep voice.

“Yeah, because one person will help against the lot of them,” I snap and lean onto the desk next to her. “Let me—“ I begin, but Lilian cuts me off.

“No, I will not let you,” she says sharply. “You will let me do this,” she adds, anger in her voice, as she carefully gets up from her chair.

I groan and am ready to discuss it until she gives up, but she crosses my plan by grasping my face with one hand and kissing me.

Whatever I wanted to say is gone. Lost in her and her touch. Her lips. That kiss.

A kiss that only fires what I already know: I am not going to let her sacrifice herself. I am going to hit the Lords with all the force I have, whatever the cost, even if it means walking away from her.

Lilian stands in front of the wall with her certificates. I remember what she told me about them. They’re an illusion. My eyes unfocus. Illusions are what I do best.

And suddenly, I know what to do.
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LILIAN
PLAYLIST: DON’T TELL ME NO LIES – THE DEADBEAT COUSINS



“Lil,” says Doug as we enter my plane. “You need to see this.” Doug’s tone tells me I won’t like it.

He hands me a tablet with news hitting the media.

“She did not,” I say while my eyes fly over the headlines.

“She did,” Doug says, sounding both too lenient and too impressed. “And oh, how she did it. She blew up the HQ and the facility in Elms.”

I am speechless. How does she even know about the underground data center in Elmsford?

“I am going to murder her,” I say as I continue to stare at the screen.

“We both know you won’t,” he says and laughs as I grab my phone out of my bag.

“Are you out of your fucking mind!” I shout at Kat when she answers the phone, and the audible grin I hear through the speaker infuriates me even further.

“You do what you think is right,” she says, completely unconcerned, "and I did what I knew was right.”

My hands clench into fists. I take a breath, but I explode regardless.

“Wait until I get my hands on you,” I say threateningly. It’s not even that she destroyed everything, but the thought of her risking everything, her life, losing her⁠—

“You will learn that your martyr behaviour is nothing but stupid, reckless, idiotic—“ I curse at her, but she interrupts me, and I am close to losing myself entirely.

“I don’t think so,” she says calmly. “Because if you would take a moment to think instead of being the emotional train wreck you are right now, you’d see that my plan was absolute genius.”

There is only so much I can take.

“You fucking blew up my company!!!!” I shout at the top of my lungs at the phone in front of my face, not giving a fuck about the pain in my chest. Doug tries to hold back his laughter, which only makes me even more furious.

“I did,” she says with a pride in her voice I want to strangle her for. “I also saved and transferred everything that was important to a secret underground facility, which I’d really like to show you the moment you calmed down.”

Calm down! The hell I’ll calm down.

“What were you thinking!” I shout at her as a statement, not a question.

“A lot,” she says. “Because they believe Zeus isn’t a threat anymore, because it’s gone. And you can now build up a private firm with it that specializes in finding people and information. A firm that won’t have your name on it and can be operated in secret, but contracts for big money without making you a target.”

I feel completely out of control as I am being told how to run my business—by her. I can’t, and won’t tolerate it. Except that her plan is actually brilliant—something I absolutely cannot and will not admit to her, ever.

I groan. That's when I realize the reason behind her actions.

Goddamit, this woman, I curse in my mind.

“You blew up my company to keep me from blackmailing the president,” I say and sigh heavily.

“Yes,” she says. “I won’t let you get in harm's way.”

“You don’t get to decide that,” I say defiantly, and she chuckles challengingly.

“Get used to it, Princess,” she says, and the last words caress through my chest like silk—a fact I will also never acknowledge.

“I won’t,” I say coldly.

“You better, because you’re mine now.”

I only growl. I am still getting used to the whole change of dynamics thing.

“Hey,” she says, “You also get to see the real me now,” she says. “I had to burn Ella for this.”

“Can’t wait,” I say darkly and hang up.

I close my eyes and rub them because she pushes me over the edge, every day a little bit more.

“I guess we’re not flying to Washington?” Doug asks.

“I guess we’re not,” I say. Doug pats my shoulder softly. It dawned on me in the last three days, as we worked out the plan to blackmail the president, that he actually likes her and apparently quite enjoys how she handles me.

We’re back in the car at Teterboro Airport when my father calls.

“Yes,” I answer. I still haven’t forgotten the last time we talked. He hasn’t called since, not even when the news hit, I was shot in front of my door.

“Are you alright?” he asks.

“I am alive, yes,” I answer. “I was about to step into my jet when the news hit. I am on my way there now.”

“Good, good,” he says and flatly adds, “Give your mother a call. She’s worried sick, even called me.” He hangs up without another word; his daughter's company being blown up doesn’t fit his narrative.

So, I call my mother. Something I never do. Out of reasons.

She chatters me to death the entire way back to the company and lets me in on all the amazing plans for her birthday.

Her birthday. I have completely forgotten about it.

While I don’t actively listen to my mother's words, I text my assistant to arrange a birthday present for my mother and let him know I’ll be giving a press statement in thirty.

“I must hang up, Mother,” I finally get to say when we approach the company and press the red button with relief.

“Urgh,” I curse. “That woman!”

Now, I have to focus on giving a statement that works with Kat’s idiotic plan.

As we near the company, I can already see the chaos—firefighters, sirens, blue lights, and people all around.

“Ready?” Doug asks, and I nod. “We have tight security, just in case.”

I nod again, and he gets out to open my door.

All sorts of reporters and media representatives throw themselves at me, but I wish to speak to the firefighters and present police first. Afterwards, I turn to the media.

I tell them the narrative that it was an attack on our software, which went down more or less successfully.

“As far as I know,” I say, “Everything burned down. We had a security copy in a highly secure location in Elmsford that has also been attacked. I therefore believe it was an inside job, which seems likely at this point, given that we recently uncovered an internal threat. Having in mind that Jared Sutton was killed, and there were attempted attacks on my life as well, this is a tragic escalation no one could see coming.”

The media has more and more questions, many of which I refuse to answer; I tell them to speak with the authorities, who will lead the investigation.

I get a text.

You look beautiful, can’t wait to mess up that straight hair of yours




How does a person react to a text like that? Because she is driving me nuts.

She also sends me an address.

For when you get over yourself




One day, I will murder her.

Nonetheless, I hand Doug the phone.

“We’re going there the moment we’re done here,” I tell him in a whisper, and he confirms with a nod.

“Lilian!” calls a reporter after me. “Does that mean Zeus will not be implemented further in government surveillance?”

Doug whispers in my ear. “He’s on the list Kat gave us.”

I nod. So he’s one of the Lords or their connections.

“At this point, we will not move forward with redevelopment,” I say, turning away. I’m done here.

I tilt my head to tell Doug we’re leaving.

Somehow, closing the door to the chapter feels satisfyingly good.

The administrative nightmare awaiting me will come, especially regarding investments, but I have people to handle those matters; after all, my personal finances and assets are all secured and protected by well-planned measures for a case like this.

Doug drives me to a warehouse in Queens. It’s located on a quiet street lined with closed doors and gates.

We arrive at the address, and the warehouse gate opens. Doug pulls in, revealing a surprisingly normal garage that leads to an empty warehouse.

My chest still hurts every time I turn or move quickly, causing me to gasp slightly when I get out of the car.

A door in front of us opens, and Kat steps through it. I’m still getting used to using her real name, the badass woman with dark brown hair and dark eyes; it feels so strange calling her Kat.

And yet, my body jolts at the sight of her.

I hate it so much.

Get a grip on yourself!

“Hi, D,” she says as she walks past Doug while beaming at me. He nods with a fist bump as she passes—something I can’t quite understand. He seems to be adjusting better to her than I am.

Her lips meet mine before I can do anything, and I let her. Apparently, I no longer have any control over anything anymore.

She nibbles my bottom lip to end the kiss and smiles at me in a way that shows her dangerous awareness of how she puts me out of control.

“Come,” she says, and pulls me carefully with her.

I remove my hand. I’m not a holding-hands person.

She sighs and points for me to walk through the door she came.

We go through it, and I freeze in shock.

A body—or what’s left of it—lies on the ground in a puddle of blood. Most of its skin is missing. Eyes next to it on the ground. Scalp ripped off, and the limbs look like they have been chewed off.

I have seen many things. Many. But this is too much.

The eyes!

I glance at Doug.

He shrugs.

“Who was that?” I ask her as my stomach is about to turn.

“Who?” she asks.

“The body?” I ask and point at the mess that once was a human being.

“Oh, he,” she says and laughs. “The man I met with.”

How can a person forget and not see a dead person? I ask myself, and shake my head in disbelief as I ask her, “And why is he—” I stop myself. “What the fuck did you do?”

“Oh, well, he was the one who had the data from Sutton’s system, the data regarding you. I deleted it, and well, him in the process,” she says casually as if we were talking about tomorrow's weather, and adds, “Don’t worry, I’ll clean that up.”

“You killed him because he had incriminating material on me?”

“Yes,” she says. “And well, because he was the Lords’ broker. He took the revenge on Sutton from me, and I needed an outlet.”

“Stop killing people for me,” I snap at her and add, “While I find your possessiveness admirable, I don’t like the idea of having a—” It takes me a moment to get the word over my lips— “Girlfriend that murders everyone left and right.”

She hums.

“You said the G-Word,” she says and smiles broadly.

“Apparently, I did,” I say through gritted teeth.

“Now I have to kill everyone who touches you,” she says, and I snap.

I box her in the shoulder.

Fundamentally stupid idea, because the moment my fists meet her shoulder, my chest roars in pain.

“Idiot!” I curse at myself as I gasp through the pain.

“Don’t talk to yourself like that,” she says, and I mouth words like a sassy teenager. That’s what she does to me. Making me lose myself.

“Here,” she says and opens the door to a small elevator. “Get in there.”

I do not want to get in there. I hate elevators. They’re the pest.

“What is it?” Kat asks as I stand in front of it.

“I—“ I begin, but my voice turns silent. She cannot know of my fear. She cannot know that my father locked me in the elevator many times as a child whenever I showed an emotion too much for his taste.

“Give me your hand,” she says, and I do. “Just focus on my touch,” she says as she pulls me close, with my back into her arms.

We all squeeze into the metal-caged elevator, and my heart stumbles. She uses a pin pad to enter a number.

“129129114,” she says, and I roll my eyes, because I know what it spells.

“My name in numbers,” I say.

“Yep,” she says and grins to herself as her arms close around me.

She is grounding me.

Because she saw.

And gave me the courtesy to leave the reasons to me while taking away my fear.

I don’t know how I ended up here, but now I have a possessive girlfriend who is beautifully intelligent with a big sprinkle of madness. One who gives me severed hands as gifts, kills those who threaten me, and dictates my actions. Me. Lilian Anne Knightley. Control freak, who never wanted to date, ever.

“What happened to the hate me and condemn me version of you?” I ask.

“Oh, I do hate you,” she says. “But I gave up fighting what I feel. And let’s not forget it was you who knelt down to make me stay and called me Mistress.”

Doug looks as if he would rather be anywhere else, and I have never felt more relatable.

“Can’t recall that particular part,” I say in a hiss.

She hums in knowing arrogance.

The elevator descends, and the moment we arrive, I get out of it.

What opens before me is a different world.

Softly buzzing servers line both sides of the underground hall, revealing the view into a data center.

I walk through it, and while I am generally not easy to impress, this here does. I can’t help but wonder how she managed to do all that. Physical space aside, a full copy of a system she had no knowledge of prior to, let alone authorizations…unless⁠—

“Doug!” I shout as I turn and stare at him, just in time to see Kat hand him a hundred bucks.

He fights a laugh when he sees my face.

“You helped her,” I say, underlying anger boiling.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he says, and I know he’s teasing me.

“I am going to murder you both,” I threaten them, but Kat distracts me with her hand on my back, steering me towards a door in the back.

Why the hell can’t I focus the very moment she touches me?

“So, everything works as you know it to, only it is now separated from official government access,” she says casually, as if none of it is a big deal. “They believe Zeus is gone, while it’s right here⁠—“

She opens a room that resembles a NASA command center, with displays on the walls and a huge round table at its center.

After taking in the magnitude of what I see, I spot a box with my office stuff. She even thought of that.

“Official government access?” I ask.

“Uh-hm,” she says.

“What did you do?”

“Well, I built a backdoor access through the working connection before I cut it,” she says. “So, Zeus can still access it, just hidden. Tweaked the RAT you developed a bit for that.”

I can’t believe any of it. This has to be a dream.

“You did not,” I say.

“Oh, I did,” she says, grinning proudly.

“How did you pull all that off in a matter of—“ I glance at my watch— “36 hours?”

“Money, improvisation skills, and some help,” she says and tilts her head towards Doug. “Await my invoice.”

“I’m not paying you for blowing up my company and making me an accomplice in illegally infiltrating the governmental system,” I say dryly.

“I did it to save your life,” she says with a suppressed laugh, “Glad to know you don’t think that’s worth it. Greedy billionaire.”

As I said, one day I am going to murder her.
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KAT
PLAYLIST: MISBEHAVE – FRANCES LION



“You will be on your best behaviour,” Lilian hisses at me while we drive from the airport to her mother’s house in Beverly Hills. “There will be no foolish handholding, no kisses and affections on display. My mother will not shut up for months if she sees so much of a look, do you understand?”

I have to suck in my lips to keep myself from sniggering. We both know that I will not follow any of her rules, at least not these particular ones.

“This was a mistake,” she mutters, cursing to herself and rolling her eyes.

“I can make your parents like me,” I say. “Don’t fret about it.”

“Which might make things worse,” she says. “My mother, she’s⁠—“

“Don’t worry,” I say and put my hand on hers. She tries to remove it, but I grab it and stop her from doing so. “I won’t order you to kneel for me in front of everyone. I’ll keep that for later.”

Her eyes flash a murderous look at me, and Doug in the front swallows down a laugh himself. Oh, what joy it brings me to ruffle her feathers a bit more every day.

We arrive at her mother's mansion. It is exactly what I expected. Extravagant and yet the ‘Beverly Hills Mother Style’. From sports cars to Rolls-Royce, everything is lined up in the driveway. When we enter the house, Doug makes himself scarce in the background, and we are welcomed by a smiling waitress.

I grasp Lilian’s arm because the waitress stares at her way too long. Lilian is mine. She shoots a look at me for touching her and opens her mouth, but I won’t let her.

“Shut up and walk,” I tell her. “Everything else would be strangely suspicious and raise questions. Also, that waiter looked at you like she desired you.”

“Don’t you dare touch her,” Lilian threatens me.

“I won’t,” I say. “If she keeps her eyes and hands to herself.”

Lilian rolls her eyes again.

Oh, how I’d like to flap her over my lap and spank her for that. Especially in that hot dress of hers. But I can’t, because she’s still hurt.

Lilian wears a dress that is extraordinary in its simplicity. Ice-blue like a frozen sea made from a tight, thin fabric that looks like a second skin, as if she were wearing nothing.

I have chosen an elegant white jumpsuit with a tight waistband and a thin brown leather belt. I would never have picked anything white for me, but the invitation stated a no-black rule, which I personally voted to ignore, but Lilian vetoed. Little Miss Perfect.

Now, I feel exposed. White is way too bright for my taste, and it took me an hour to channel a different personality to be able to put on that crappy color. I like black. Darkness. Everything underworld. But here I am—at a high-society birthday get-together, doing what I do best, pretending to be someone I am not.

“Mother,” says Lilian, and lets go of my arm. There is hugging and kisses left and right. Lilian plays her role, but I can see how much she hates it; she also seems to be in more pain than she lets on.

“This is Katerina,” she finally says. “My…um⁠—”

“People close call me Kat,” I say, laughing. “I’m the secret girlfriend in the flesh and blood,” I add, walk up to her mother, and hug her. I do it because I can see from the mother’s body language that she loves hugs and longs for affection.

“You look lovely, Mrs Knightley. That costume is to die for,” I say when we loosen the hug.

A broad smile appears on Mrs Knightley’s face.

“See, Lilian, that is how you welcome a mother. At least your girlfriend has manners.”

I get another murderous look—I am a collector of them now.

The mother pats me twice on my shoulder, “Keep going, she can be stubborn this one,” she says. “Just like her father. Don’t let him get to you.”

“I have been warned,” I say with a chuckle. “I have endurance, otherwise I wouldn’t be here.”

The mother leaves when she sees a friend she must welcome.

“Well, that went well,” I say. Lilian doesn’t respond. She’s biting her jaw; I can see her jawline flexing.

“Breathe, Princess,” I say, and she closes her eyes. She is close to murdering me, which makes it so delightful for me to tease her more and more.

“Oh, there he is coming,” Lilian groans as her father walks up to us, a girl by his side who looks like she’s not even eighteen. I have prepared for the event by getting a list of everyone invited and learn their names and faces, but the girl was not on it.

“Lil,” he says, distantly, and gives her a formal cheek-to-cheek kiss without touching. “A shame with your company.”

“I’m already on the next project,” she says. “May I introduce you? This is Katerina.”

I hate when people use my full birth name, so I clear my throat, and Lilian adds, “Everyone calls her Kat.”

I wait for his initiation, and I know the very moment he disapproves. Not necessarily of me, but more of the fact that Lilian brought a woman.

Nonetheless, he stretches out a hand, and I take it. Firmly to show presence. I despise men like him, a mutual feeling.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mr Knightley,” I say, and look around him to the girl shadowing him. “And that is—?” I want to find out how old she is.

“Aline,” he says, leans in to me and says, “Between us, she gives extraordinary blow jobs, but otherwise not the brightest.”

“Father,” Lilian hisses, but he meant to say it to test me; I can see it in his eyes. A male who needs to pee all over the place.

I say, “Well, you seem to be easily satisfied. I personally like to have someone use their intelligence to make my time worthwhile.”

I smirk. Lilian bites her lip to not do the same until her father chuckles deeply.

“Touché, Kat,” he says. “Let’s have a drink later. And Lil, the Tennis teacher, he is here, too. We should be around when he meets his predecessors.”

“Can’t wait,” she says.

The party goes exactly as expected.

“I don’t know how you do it,” I say to Lilian at some point, because all the superficial talking drains me, even as a role I play.

“Here,” she says and hands me a glass of champagne. “You drink. That’s how you survive.”

“Thanks,” I say. I never drink. I need my head clear. So I fake taking a sip and empty the glass into a plant in a moment of distraction.

Evening falls over the Hills, and I glance at L.A. illuminated by lights and a sky dipped in all shades of colors, reaching from blue to violet to orange to yellow. I have seen many things in life, and I still think billionaires shouldn’t exist, but this here, right now, watching the sky, the landscape, it’s…nice.

Lilian walks up to me and grasps my arm.

“You’re drunk,” I say in amusement as I glance at her. Her eyes are slightly watery, and she is way too affectionate.

She giggles. “I might,” she says, and hiccups slightly. “I also want to kiss you.”

“I thought no affections,” I say.

“Fuck that,” she says, and pulls me into a kiss, and who am I to turn down the woman of all my desires and dreams if she, for once, allows me some sort of closeness? Closeness I never knew I wanted.

Her hands wander around me, and I cup her face as her lips demand mine. I can’t tell the time passing, because the world around us disappears.

Her hands want more.

And as much as I want her, too, I am the responsible voice for her right now.

“Lil,” I say and grasp her hands. “Slow down,”

She freezes immediately.

“Let’s find a room somewhere in this house. There must be like what—? Sixteen bedrooms in it, I am sure one of them can suit our needs.”

It’s only then that she realizes she has broken her own rules, in horror.

“Come,” I say and pull her with me, as carefully as possible. Even if she doesn’t feel much right now, I know she’s in pain still, and I intend to be very, very careful with her.

We get inside without distraction, and I figure the private rooms are on the upper level, so we take the stairs, not the elevator. I don’t know what she has with them, and maybe, one day, she’ll entrust me with the knowledge. Until then, we’re taking the stairs. Well, I do, and Lilian stumbles up. I can’t look at it and lift her into my arms.

“L-Let me down,” she slurs at me.

“Nope,” I say, “Won’t let you fall down that staircase. Also, everyone else is drunk like you; no one will even notice.”

She groans and gives in.

“That’s my good girl,” I say.

I choose the first bedroom I find, open the door with my elbow, and place her on the bed.

Afterwards, I go lock the door.

Lilian just lies on the bed as I have put her down, and I laugh to myself.

Who would’ve guessed that perfect, arrogant, bossy Lilian is such a sweet girl when drunk?

I lie down next to her on the bed on my side, supporting my head with my hand, caressing her body. The dress is so thin I can feel every bone through it.

My lips search for hers as I lean over her so she doesn’t have to move. I can pull off the princess treatment if I want. It’s not that I don’t like this, but I’d rather pin her against the wall, fuck her into oblivion with a strap-on, and take care of her after she shakes and sinks to the ground from coming too many times.

And I will. Not just right now.

I push my tongue in her mouth and demand her. Just thinking about all the things I want to do with her makes me demanding; lust and desire growling in me.

My hand wanders over her body, down her thighs. I trail with my fingers over the inside of her right thigh and push up the dress a bit so I can grasp underneath it.

“You have no idea of all the things I wanna do with you,” I whisper against her lips before I kiss down her chin, to her throat and chest.

“Tell-ll-l me,” she says with a gasp. I grin against her skin.

“You’re naked, as you stand in front of me,” I whisper, “My hands wander around your wrists as I tie you up.”

I follow my words with my hands, but I don’t have a rope in reality, so I just continue with my imagination.

“I slip the rope through the ceiling hook and pull to fix you there, oh what a view! I slap you on the pubic to make you present your ass. Just like this,” And I slap her pubic.

She gasps and rolls her hips.

“I walk around you, so I can see that beautiful ass of yours. I caress over it, and my core can’t wait to hear that sound when my hand slaps on it.”

I turn her carefully onto her stomach so I can see her ass in reality, and she puts her arms under her body to protect her chest and rests it on them.

“Can you do that?” I ask her. “Or does it hurt too much?”

“I don’t fucking care,” she says.

“But I do, Princess. Answer my question, does it hurt?”

“Yes, but not worse than when I sit,” she says.

“Good,” I say and slide up her dress so I can see that ass. I wanna dig my face in it until I suffocate.

Slap.

That feeling underneath my hand. It burns slightly, although I am extra careful with the spanks.

She squeals.

“Your ass is the most perfect thing I have ever seen,” I say, and slap her again. “Count. And you’ll say ‘Thank you, Mistress’ after each.”

Slap.

“Two. Thank you, Mistress.”

Her words purr longing into my core.

Slap.

“Three. Thank you, mistress.”

When we reach ten, I let my hand slide between her legs.

My own core clenches in blissful anticipation as I feel the warmth and wetness of her.

I get up and glide over the back of her legs with my fingers as I pull down her thong.

As I stand behind her with her lying in front of me, presenting her ass, I am close to forgetting myself.

“I’d grasp your hair,” I say, and lean over her to make a ponytail in my hand out of her hair to grasp it properly by the root for full control. “Just like this, and pull it back, so you arch for me.”

I don’t do it now because of her chest. Instead, I whisper in her ear.

“You will tell me when any of it hurts,” I say darkly, “Otherwise you’ll get fifteen with a geared flogger the moment you’re healed up. Do you understand?”

I don’t intend to live up to any of it because she is drunk, and I am a firm believer in the safe, sane, consensual rules. This here is just light play, with no real consequences.

She nods, and I get back up.

“Spread your legs,” I order her, and when she does, a “Mhhhhm” slips over my lips.

I trail with my hands up over the back of her legs. Goosebumps spread over her skin, and I congratulate myself on the effect I have on her.

I kneel high so I can reach what I desire. She gasps as I kiss the back of her thighs until I dig my face into her.

That scent.

That taste.

That feeling.

My tongue trails over her labia to her clit where I circle around it rhythmically. It takes a lot of muscle and skill to reach it from behind, and I almost suffocate myself with it, but I’d rather die than not experience this.

She moans and moves her hips from my touch.

Soft vibrations pulsate from her clit, and it swells. I use it as a sign to do what I wanted to do the entire time, and that is to fuck her with my tongue.

I enter her with it, and she reacts as expected. A squeak and a moan, before she rolls her hips even more.

I know what I do when I fuck her with my tongue again and again and again. My tongue pushes slightly down, so I tease that sweet spot of hers, right there⁠—

“Oh gods, Kat!” she shouts as her moans get louder, and I slap her ass.

It wiggles into my face, and damn, am I turned on! I want to rub myself. I want to rub my clit over her leg, I want her to lick me, I want to fuck her with my fingers, and get off only by watching her come.

And just when she begins to twitch slightly between the moans, I push my face even closer into her. My nose digs into her ass, and I can’t wait to lick her there. But that’s something we’ll do after having a conversation about it.

I slap her again. Once. Twice. Thrice.

I have to moan myself now, and although my tongue hurts and air is scarce, I won’t stop. I’d rather pass out before she didn’t come once. I know she is close, so I keep doing what I do until the final wave comes.

“Ugmmmm,” she moans out in the sheets as her core clenches and a pulsating wave spreads from her over to me.

I lean slightly back to get some air and relax my tongue, not giving a fuck that I look like a panting dog. As I said before, I’d woof and meow for her if I have to.

“That was fucking amazing,” she mumbles into the sheets.

I snigger. “That was nothing, Princess,” I say, and bite her inner thigh.

She squeaks in pain, as she should.

“Next time, I’ll take a knife instead of biting,” I say.

She only giggles. I know she has a kink for knife play.

I get up and pull her up with an arm around her shoulders so she doesn’t have to push herself up with her chest.

I slide down her dress and ruffle her messy hair straight.

“I can do that by myself,” she says.

“You’ll let me do it anyway,” I say and pick up her thong. Instead of giving it to her, I slip it in my pocket.

She looks reproachfully at me and holds out her hand.

“Nope,” I say. “That’s my treasure.”

“You know,” she says, “Sometimes I liked you better when you were poor, innocent Ella.”

I have to laugh.

“Oh, I can be her,” I say. “Once or twice a year when you have been a really, really good girl. This here is way too much fun,” I add, and briefly caress her cheek with the back of my finger.

I can see she is madly annoyed and in total awe at the same time, in other words: Things are exactly as they’re supposed to be.

“Come closer,” I say, and pull her into me. “Lick your juices off my lips,” I order her.

It’s one moment where she hesitates, but then licks over my lips.

“Mhhhm,” I hum out. “Like I said, way too much fun.” And with that, I grasp her arm to get back to the party.


EPILOGUE
PLAYLIST: DEAR SOCIETY – MADISON BEET



Lilian

“Don’t you fucking dare do it!” I hiss at her through gritted teeth, but Kat does what she always does: her thing. With no regard for the mess I have to clean up after her. “Get the fuck back up!”

Only she doesn’t.

My throat closes as she kneels down in front of me. In front of all these people.

“You are fucking insane!” I curse at her because of all the places, all the moments she could’ve done it, she chose this here. A fucking sex club in fucking London.

“Marry me,” she says, and opens a box with a ring that shimmers like the Vatnajköll glacier in Iceland we visited last year.

I look down at her, my Mistress in her leather clothing, kneeling for her sub. In a sex club. Between a bazillion people who can and will recognize me. Who have, by all means sex while I get asked the question.

“Abso-fucking-lutely not,” I hiss at her, because the music stopped playing for her action. She must’ve planned it way in advance with the owner, Victoria, an old acquaintance of mine.

“Lil,” she says. “This is not the time for being a pestilent little brat.”

“In front of all the people here! Everyone is watching! It’ll hit the media tomorrow, and I will be exposed.”

“Nothing will, Victoria made sure of that,” she says. “Say yes, and I’ll prove you wrong.”

At this point, I am about to say yes only to prove I am right. All of this was a stupid, stupid, stupid idea.

“Say it,” she says.

I look at her in pure spite.

“Yes,” I say, “Because I’ll murder you tomorrow anyway.”

A wide smile appears on her face as she gets up, because she has made me do just another thing I never wanted.

Before she even puts the ring on my finger, she turns to the people in the club.

“So this wonderful woman and brat from the first water said yes because she has to prove she was right,” Kat says. Everyone laughs and cheers. “And I am hereby letting you know that if anything of this lands somewhere, I will know it was one of you, and I will murder you personally, before you can say please, understood?”

People laugh, but I know she’d live up to it in the blink of an eye.

Then, she turns to me and holds out her hand for mine. I give it to her reluctantly. She slides on the ring.

“One day,” she says with a sigh, “You will for once do what I say without endless discussions.”

“You broke all the rules,” I say angrily and annoyed. I roll my eyes.

“You broke them first. Wasn’t it you who told me to fuck the rules?”

I open my mouth and close it again.

She brushes over my nose with her finger and kisses my forehead, and I forget the world around me.

“See,” she says as she pulls me with her. “Just shut off that mind of yours.”

“I won’t.” I might forget the world around me, I might even overlook her slightly unhinged existence for the sake of my sanity, but I’ll never forget who I am. I am Lilian Anne Knightley. And no one, absolutely no one, makes me bend.

At exactly that moment, she flaps me over a bench and orders me not to move. My core burns in blissful anticipation.

So much about no one makes me bend.

“You’ll get five with the paddle for your cheek,” she says. “And another five for swearing and rolling your eyes at me. Count and be grateful. We have an audience, after all.”

Slap.

“One, thank you, Mistress.”

As I said, one day, I’ll murder her. One day.

Kat

“What’s that?” Lilian asks as I hand her the envelope. She glances into my eyes with her mesmerizing ice-blue ones. I will never get enough of looking into those eyes.

“Your reward,” I say as I pull away from all the people in the bar. We walk out onto the terrace, offering a beautiful view of the ocean.

“Reward for what?”

“Everything. You. You being here. You marrying me. In front of everyone.”

“It’s what people do, isn’t it?”

“Yes, but you aren’t the people.”

“True,” she says and opens the envelope.

“I don’t understand,” she says as her eyes flash over it.

“It’s a dossier. Of me. Everything I have done. And when the day you want to murder me comes, I allow you to use it against me.”

She stares at it, at me, back to it.

“That’s a lot of names,” she says.

I laugh.

“I kept myself busy,” I say. “Many people with dark secrets, you know.”

She holds the dossier to the candle on the table next to us, and says, “I don’t want to know.” The longer it burns, the wider my smile grows.

Lilian snips the last piece into the candle and leans onto the railing. For a moment, I simply watch her in this amazing half-suit, half-dress she has chosen for today. It shows exactly who she is. Bossy for everyone else, soft for me. Me alone. My wife.

Never, ever, in my life have I imagined myself getting married. Nor loving anyone enough to divulge my secrets to.

But I do.

The woman I should have killed.

The woman who wants to kill me every day.

I wrap my arms around her from behind, and we both watch the sun set, dipping the ocean and sky in a deep orange.

“Hey, you two lovebirds,” shouts Hannigan from the door. “Everyone’s waiting for you.”

I sigh as we push ourselves off the railing.

Hannigan holds the door open for us, and I punch him in the chest.

“Next time you interrupt us, I’ll murder you next.” He laughs. The number of death threats he has received from my mouth in the past two years probably outnumber the ones I got from Lilian.

We get inside, and I see Lilian’s father in a heated discussion with the girl he brought; she’s crying, and my eyes narrow as my body tenses.

“Don’t,” says Lilian, who immediately noticed and put a hand on my chest to stop me, but it’s too late.

I walk over to them.

“Everything alright here?” I ask.

“None of your business,” he says.

“Actually, it is. This is our wedding, not yours, so whatever it is, be done with it.”

I grasp the girl's shoulder and turn her to me. She must be barely eighteen.

“Tell me what’s up,” I order her, but she shakes her head.

It’s Lilian’s father. Don’t freak out on our wedding, I tell myself, because I am close to snapping. I have watched him two years fucking through girls like others change their underwear, and there is only so much I can tolerate.

“She’s just stupid,” Mr Knightley says. My mind quiets down, as always, before I’ve had enough. It focuses.

“Maybe you should get yourself a drink for a moment,” I say coldly.

If looks could kill, I would drop dead, not that I care. I stare back at him until he removes himself. Men like him can’t handle women like me.

I turn to the girl.

“Did he make you come here? Force you? Shake your head if he did.”

It’s a tactic I have used for many other girls I met over the years. This way, it looks like they never told.

She shakes her head.

“Kat,” says Lilian, her voice almost pleading, because she knows what is about to happen.

Without another word, I stride over to him, where he’s watching us from the bar.

“She is underage, isn't she?” I ask him when I lean onto the bar, to where he is sipping a whiskey like a fat, untouchable spider in his net.

“And what if?” he says. He’s drunk and angry.

“Kat, please,” Lilian says, trying to keep me away.

“He’s one of them,” I hiss at her.

“He’s also my father.”

“Yes, a father who makes you jump through his hoops like a puppet and uses you like a prize he can show off,” I snap. I know she hates to hear it and would never acknowledge it, but someone had to say it.

“Don’t you dare talk about me like that,” her father roars and gets up, attempting to be more impressive and intimidating. I know all the tricks men use. “You filthy little whore, pulling my daughter into that lifestyle.”

“Father!” Lilian says, shocked and yet pleading. “It is my life, not a lifestyle. I never liked men, and if you can’t see that⁠—“

He interrupts her. At this point, the other guests are an audience to our little encounter.

“You don’t talk back to me like a bratty bitch⁠—“

The last sentence was one too many, and I see something that pushes me over the edge: A tear running down her cheek.

No one makes her cry, no one.

“Out!” I shout at him as I get between them.

“You are a bad influence; never would she have dared to talk to me in this tone before you,” he says with a growl.

I laugh derogatorily.

“At least I make her come and not cry,” I say. “You do with your life whatever you want, but let me be very clear: if you so much as talk to her like that again, I will make sure it's the last thing you do.” I lean in closer to whisper in his ear. “You may not know who I am, but many others do, and my voice was the last thing they heard. Do you understand me?”

I tell him, because I know he will be dead by morning. No one calls my girl names without being punished for it.

He stares at me.

“I asked you a question,” I say.

He turns without a word, storms out, and gets into his red Ferrari.

I follow him because I have work to do.

A hand on my shoulder.

It’s Hannigan.

“You make her happy,” he says as he gets into a car.

We don’t need many words after two years of working together on the list generated by Zeus. I won’t forget that he brought me the untouchable Prime Minister, so I could get my revenge. And I’ll never forget what he is doing right now. Never.

As far as men go, he’s alright, one of the good ones. I knew before, and now even more.

I go back inside, trying to leave my killer self outside, knowing the headline tomorrow will read ‘Drunk! Business mogul died in car accident’, and it quietens my anger.

Lilian stares at me with all those emotions in her eyes. She tells herself she is cold and calculating, but with me, she is emotional, sensitive, and an open book after all this time together.

“Later,” I tell her, and she does what I do, slipping on a mask, because no one can know what happens behind this beautiful illusion of a life we have built.

We have some drinks out of courtesy for the guests, and just as Hannigan returns, we say goodbye to everyone.

He subtly nods at me when he returns.

Hannigan drives us to somewhere I don’t recognize.

“Where are we?” I ask Lilian as we pull up to a wooden house that looks a bit like a Japanese house, but we’re somewhere in Topanga.

“It’s a surprise,” she says.

We park and get inside, and I am amazed by the stunning view of nature through a huge glass front—the night between indistinct trees, showing off all the stars. We’re so close to L.A., and yet, we’re in the middle of pure nature.

“You have to live up to a promise,” she says behind me.

When I turn, she leans against the door frame. Naked. With that body from heaven and hell. Biting her bottom lip. Enchanting me with her eyes. In one hand, ropes, and a knife. A strap-on in the other.

I walk up to her and take the supply from her hands as I kiss her.

“Hands up,” I tell her, and knot her wrists tight. I glance up at the ceiling. Hooks everywhere.

I shake my head because she has plannend this thoroughly.

“Go kneel in front of that couch,” I tell her, and she does as told.

I undress, slip off the tight black female suit, and loosen the tie.

Lilian watches me undress with desire pouring from her eyes. I unbutton the shirt very, very slowly and fold it carefully. My watch, my rings, and my belt follow, all carefully stacked and put away to her satisfaction.

I have my long, dark brown hair in a high ponytail, and I couldn’t have chosen it better for the occasion.

I watch her as I lean my arms on the backrest of the couch and let her wait. I could do so forever.

Finally, I walk around the couch and take the strap-on with me.

“Lick me,” I tell her as I sit down on the couch in front of her, legs spread.

She does as told. And the moment she does, I throw my head back. I don’t let her please me that often, because I enjoy myself most when I please her, but today, I want her to make me come.

It’s hard leaning forward while having your hands tied up, so I lean onto my arms and push myself forward.

“Hold still,” I order as I bring one leg around her and pull her into me. Her head falls back from the force, and I rub my clit against the throat she bears me.

We both gasp because the little experiment turns us both on.

I rub faster and more valiantly, not letting go of her. My clit pulsates, and release spreads through me.

I stop. And before she can move or do anything else, I snap into my dominant self. I don’t need to ride out my orgasm. What I need is for her to scream my name ten times in a row.

I climb onto the couch and slide a rope through the hooks. There might be some tech to lower them, from the looks of it, but it takes too long to find out.

“Get up,” I tell her, and she does so immediately.

I knot the rope with the one in her hands so I can adjust the range of motion.

And then I slap her ass, without warning.

She squeals as she stands fixed.

“Hang onto the ropes,” I tell her and move her back, until she arches for me.

A breathtaking view.

I slowly step behind her and open her legs with mine.

Fuck me, what a view.

I take the knife.

Its blade presses into the skin on the back of her thigh, and she moans.

Blood appears. I didn’t cut too deep, just deep enough so I can lick the blood off her thigh.

The metallic taste in my mouth, mhhh.

“Oh gods,” she moans out, I know how much she loves it, and I am all in for unhinged kinks. I repeat the cutting five more times.

Her body trembles in anticipation, and every time my tongue licks over her, she bends further into the ropes.

I step back to take in my work. It takes all my control not to bring my hand between her legs and touch her, and I fail monumentally.

My hand searches her clit, and I slap it several times.

“I am going to fuck you now,” I tell her. I can’t control myself anymore.

She moans in confirmation.

I strap in and spit on the strap-on before I enter her without another warning.

I pull her close by the hips as I thrust in her.

Again.

And again.

And again, until she shouts my name.

“Oh god, Kat!”

“Yes, Princess?” I ask her with a smirk on my face as she trembles under my hands.

“I need to come!”

“Say please.”

“Please, Mistress, may I please come?”

I bite my lip as a grin appears on my face.

“Come for me, Princess.”

Lilian arches into the orgasm, presenting me with the ass of all my desires.

“That’s my good girl,” I say, and slap her ass as I continue to fuck her. “I’m going to fist you afterwards and lick your ass,” I tell her.

Like I said, ten times in a row.

THE END
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I hope you enjoyed the book, and 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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YOU WANT MORE SINS…



Her Pride:

A Sapphic Age Gap Dark Romance
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Her Wrath:

A Sapphic Mafia Age Gap Dark Romance
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BONUS SCENES



Can’t get enough of Kat & Lilian? Follow this link to read their bonus scene!

Bonus Scene #1


WELCOME TO THE MURDER MAIL.
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Join here
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