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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, mentions of child abuse, trafficking, rape, manipulation, narcissistic behavior, and psychopathic tendencies. There are descriptive sexual actions.

It is a rough story, mentioning capitalistic and colonial structures, showing the most horrible parts of humanity, so:

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


DEDICATION


When you’re done with toxic, straight, white cis dudes & rather pick the bear, this is for you.

And yes, I said when, not if.


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


When we allow ourselves to forget what society dictates us, a world opens up—one that belongs entirely to us. It is called freedom.

— C.M.Raven
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PLAYLIST: PARADISE - SHPACKYOU$


“It’s a girl!!” resounded the male voice full of delight and excitement through the air.

It was a sentence usually only shouted at idiotic gender reveal parties or in a delivery room, both things she’d never ever attend nor set foot in.

This, however, was neither of those situations.

She waved nicely from her bike at the grown ass man with his beer belly, who stood on the sidewalk, craning his neck, as if he couldn’t believe his eyes, while he looked like he had to contain himself not to jump up and down.

Like a kid waiting for Christmas, she thought, rolling her eyes internally.

She’d probably never find out what made middle-aged, generally white men almost trip over whenever she made a drive out with her motorcycle, but whatever.

Well, she could argue it was her bike, which was a machine from hell. A Ducati Streetfighter you could hear from three miles away, currently packed in camouflage carbon foil. Or maybe it was the fact that men tend to be too emotional to see a blonde girl with braids riding said machine from hell.

Anyway, she couldn’t care less.

So, she smiled and waved to give him an early Christmas present, very well knowing he’d be jerking himself one off with her in his mind the moment he came home.

How desperate do you have to be if something like that makes your day? she asked herself in her mind, not expecting an answer from herself, because all she could be was disgusted.

And then the lights turned green.

With a single movement of her head, she nodded down the helmet’s shield while she let her beast roar and took off. Fast. And loud.

She never rode for the attention. She rode for release. For the freedom. For those five seconds of exhilaration while racing the beast to speed. The wind pressed her into the seat, her muscles tensed, and she melted into the machine that grumbled loudly from under her and vibrated between her legs.

The good thing about riding a motorcycle was, aside from being fast and able to squeeze through almost every traffic, she could get away very quickly, which, in her case, was necessary more often than the usual person would assume.

She took a sharp turn to leave Hollywood Blvd as fast as possible. Under normal circumstances, she’d keep far away from crowded places like this, but today her job had taken her here, and something told her it was now time to leave. Maybe it was her intuition, maybe it was the presence of more cops than usual.

With a couple more turns, she made her way through Los Angeles. The warmth of the sun burned her through her thick black hoodie, and while the wind from speeding the bike over the hot asphalt cooled her down, it still wasn’t enough. The sun stood on its highest point on this hot August day, and said hoodie wasn’t just any hoodie. It was specially made for her requirements and, most of all, it had a thick protective layer, which was necessary but also made her boil under the sun.

She had never been one of those reckless bikers riding without gear. To her, it was stupid to the point of foolishness, but whatever. Should they get themselves killed, not her problem. A few humans less on this earth would be quite alright, especially the dumb ones who only rode to pose and shove their smugness down everybody’s throat wouldn’t be missed.

Because of occasional necessary-unnecessary turns, it took her almost an hour to get back to her base in Vernon. When she pulled into the driveway to the warehouse, it wasn’t a feeling of getting home, but a feeling of pure spite she always felt when returning, which made her mouth tug into a smirk. Because returning here meant she had fulfilled a mission and the earth was rid of another asshole, it would not miss. In this case, it had been a famous Hollywood actor, who had been violent and abusive with several women half his age, but wiggled himself out of consequences with his popularity.

Evidence had been vanished, and the court had found him not guilty. But the evidence still existed. After getting the assignment, she had found footage of a drugged minor, as well as different women being raped, clearly against their will.

When her employer learned that said actor just continued with his abuse of power to draw in more women and continue with his abuse, they had put him on the list.

Now, it had been the perfect timing. The clickbait headlines tomorrow would report: Guilty! Famous actor committed suicide. And the world would be rid of one more abuser and rapist.

With her gloves on, she drove up to the graphite colored garage door, which opened automatically. Slowly, she drove into it, parked the bike, and turned off the motor. The garage was held simply, a few shelves and drawers with mechanical equipment, a few carts, and a storage space, as well as a motor lift.

It was simply to give the flair of a garage, just in case someone came knocking. Also, it housed her two other bikes. A KTM Brabus edition and a Kawasaki Ninja H2R.

With one swift movement, she removed the helmet, revealing the fake braids she now unclipped from her short, blonde mullet cut hair. Being a master of transformation was part of her profession. And she was very good at doing her job.

She then unmounted, stored the helmet on a shelf, and went back to the bike to remove the plate. She also removed the foil from the bike’s tank and side parts, so it was finally back to its full matte black beauty.

She then took everything she had just removed, threw it into a box she took to the back with her. There was a part of the wall that stood there in its dull gray, containing a hidden door only she knew how to open. Pulling off the gloves, she then pressed a spot on her right to open a little rectangle space where the pad for a biometric scan was hidden.

She scanned her hand, which resulted in the satisfying soft buzz of the hidden door to open. It had been manufactured from high-precision steel, which was so seamless, no one would ever find out there was a door, not even when they went with their fingernails over the surface. The entire wall was made of steel, as well as the walls of the room she now stepped into. Steel had been her choice because it provided her, together with the rest of the equipment she had set up in it, an untraceable, unbuggable secure zone that made it possible for her to vanish from existence.

It was her safe space.

A safe space her area of work required.

How she loved the sound of silence in it. Only the soft buzzing from the computer fans was audible. They not only provided a very specific white noise that calmed her but also gave the room a very special scent of tech. She loved tech, and she loved her job.

With a few steps, she walked past the twelve monitors on her left into the vast main room, which was all in one. It was her work base, living room, and bedroom. To her right, a huge board hung where she kept track of everything regarding current jobs.

She walked up to the dark gray Togo sofa that stood in the middle of the room. She wasn’t one who cared much about furniture, even less for expensive designer stuff, except for it being either comfortable or very practical, as long as it just matched the environment overall. The sofa was neither. But it was the last piece of her old life she wanted to keep. Not that she was a sentimental person, but it reminded her of who she had become and how powerful she was.

Thing was, she never sat on the sofa, but who did was her dog. A scruffy, scarred little gremlin she had found in the streets on a job a few years back and had been with her since. The dog, she wasn’t even sure deserved the name dog, now lay head flat on the sofa, squealing and waving its tail, desperately waiting for the hello.

“Hi Subwoofer,” she said, kneeling down and cuddling the scrappy white-gray-brown hairy mess that now turned on its back to get himself a belly rub, which she provided instantly. She had never been a pet person; she openly disliked most domesticated animals, but the little gremlin had won her over instantly. On second thought, she might just dislike pets because of their owners, who rarely took care of them or trained them properly.

After giving Subwoofer his cuddles, she pulled the hoodie over her head and threw it onto the floor. Stripping down the protective vest and pants, she removed the shoes and threw them onto the pile. A thing she loved–and one of the many reasons she lived alone–was the freedom of letting her things lie where she wanted to. Not that she lived in total chaos, but glancing around the room, she had her piles of everything. On the floor, on the tables, on the kitchen counter. And the piles she called doom piles had a carefully designed system only she could understand and never explain.

Removing her underwear, she went to the nightstand next to the huge king-size bed in the back left corner of the room, hidden behind an industrial black steel frame separator with milky glass. From the nightstand, she got a vibrator out. One of the many she had.

She was horny, like always, after finishing an assignment, and she wanted to release the energy that had built in her core. There was nothing getting her off more than watching assholes getting what they deserved. If she could, she’d very much like to have a huge cock herself, only to fuck those assholes dry in the ass, giving them something back of their own medicine.

Unfortunately, that was not her assignment. And she had no cock, not counting her strap-on, of course.

It would be so fucking satisfying to hear them squeal and whine. Not that they didn’t do it anyway, but that would be an entirely different set of pleasures. One of the more sadistic natures, and also because it included giving them the abuse of power feeling they usually gave the women.

What she wanted now was release.

Taking the vibrator with her, she lay down on the bed and put it into her hand. It was not an inserting vibrator, but one to put on from the outside. She leaned back, put her legs up, and spread them. With soft rolling movements, she pushed with her hips up and forward to rub her clit against her hand. The soft vibrations spread with a satisfying tingling sensation through her body, and she let her head push back into the pillow and closed her eyes while the movie played in her mind.

It was the sweet desperation in the eyes of that bastard of a man, kneeling in front of her, unable to move, slowly understanding he would not take another breath on this earth.

“Mhhhm,” she moaned softly, pressing harder, because the treat was on its way.

The man in her mind finally collapsed, giving her the opportunity to let go of the nasty specimen and now give her full attention to the lady watching. In this case, it had been a fellow actress, a mistress, one of them, not the wife. And she was everything she desired. Fucking hot, with her luscious curves so rarely seen in Hollywood these days. Her full lips and breasts to get herself lost in, mhhhm. She imagined kissing her way down from the lips to her breast to the belly and then taking in that beautiful scent of pure lust from between her legs by slowly licking through the natural bush and claiming her clit while feeling her shiver from it.

Yes, she moaned in her mind while entering her with two fingers; she wanted to see her bend and shiver from the sensation her fingers produced in her.

In reality, she pushed so hard against her own clit, rubbing hard over it to let her lust grow in waves into the wonderful energy longing for a steamy release accompanied by a prickling sensation shooting like small lightnings into her core.

In her mind, she went further into the pleasure of finger-fucking her treat, and just when the first wave of excitement rolled through her core, her phone vibrated.

“Damnit!” she cursed loudly.

Nonetheless, she got up to get her phone, the tension instantly flushing from her, because when her phone rang, it concerned her job, and the job had not only all the priority but also needed a clear mind and focus.

“Yes?” she asked, slightly annoyed and out of breath when she finally found the phone in the clothes pile and fumbled it from the pocket of her pants.

“Did everything go as planned?”

“Do you really have to ask?” she snapped at the caller, quite annoyed.

“A yes or no would have been easier,” came Sadie’s voice through the speaker with a chuckle.

“You know me, Sads, don’t mess with me,” she answered and rolled her eyes.

“Was I interrupting?” asked Sadie, very well knowing the answer already.

“Yes, you interrupted my orgasm while eating pussy in my mind,” she answered dryly.

Sadie simply giggled while audibly biting her bottom lip. She knew, because they’ve been working together for years now, and they had hooked up several times. Also, they both had no boundaries or appropriate communication regarding sex, so whatever.

The first time they’d worked together had ended in a very steamy party where they had hooked up with several men and women in an orgy sort of thing, ending in all the men being dead and emasculated, just for the fun of it. Not that they did not deserve it, they were all big Corp suit assholes who abused young women for sport, and in two cases had a breeding kink–to be precise, a megalomaniac desire to reproduce as much as possible without consent. They never would’ve faced consequences, because they had friends in high places. Emphasizing the had.

One of the many reasons she loved her job. Or more like her profession. She was a virtuoso in her arts, and that at least was why she had never been caught with so much as a speeding ticket. And, well, she had an employer who was extremely able to vanish not only evidence but also traces and people.

“So, what’s it you really want?” she asked Sadie.

“I have something for you, a real treat I suppose.”

“Listening.”

“Is the name Vishal Caelum saying anything to you?” asked Sadie with a foreboding undertone accompanied by an audible excitement in her voice.

“Never heard of him, who is that?”

“A white American dude making millions sitting on Ibiza and–” began Sadie, but she knew already where it would end. Everything that started with white American dude, money, and Ibiza could only go sideways, so she just scuffed out a half-chuckle of annoyance.

“You are guessing right,” continued Sadie, apparently reading her mind. “He built some kind of cult there. I tracked a few reviews he had removed online the moment they appeared from women who got out and reported crazy shit. But he never leaves a trail, only one of the missing women. To be exact, all those who spoke out are missing.”

“Fuck,” she said. “Let me guess, no one’s touching or investigating him because he is too powerful and has too much money.”

“Kind of, yes. No one is even trying to look into it. Locals can’t do a damn thing, because he is untouchable, friends in high places, as you guessed right, the rest of the world celebrates him for his work and messages, which somehow puts him in a position of god-like power, and people defend him to the bone.”

“What kind of messages?” she asked, just to confirm her theory.

“New age shit. Apparently, he channels them from a higher power, calls it the universe, aka god. I’d say he’s a cult leader who built a massive business out of exploiting people with calendar quotes and by separating them from their environment and making them dependent.”

I knew it. They’re all just the fucking same.

“I’m hooked. So, what’s the deal?”

“No deal, flying solo on this one.”

“But if it’s not coming from the siège, how did you find out about it?” she asked.

“Oh, it comes from them, they just don’t wanna follow the lead officially. Headquarters have other preoccupations, as I gathered from the siège meeting.”

“Huh. Other preoccupations, you say?” she asked to squeeze more information out of Sadie. Her business was, after all, information.

“Seems to be a very big fish, you’ll know in due course, I suppose.”

It was a highly unsatisfying answer. Normally, she was fine with getting names, and she usually found the rest out by herself, but when neither she nor Sadie, who was handling the operations, couldn’t even get the name, it meant one of two things. It was either a target way up the food chain of power or a very well-known one.

“So, solo it is,” she then said, knowing that she wouldn’t get anything else out of Sadie. She had done many solo operations since she started working for Ramesès. It had been her line of work before, and when Ramesès made her an offer, she had made it a no-deal rule that she could continue with her own set of targets. To her surprise, they had nothing against it. She never had an employer before, because none of them agreed to what was called extracurricular activities. Ramesès was very different there. They even gave her permission to use their resources, because apparently her code fitted their mission.

That alone made her overlook the fact that she had no idea for whom she worked or what exactly their goal was. The only thing she knew was the code they had, and that was “La vérité brise les puissants,” which was French and meant something along “truth shatters the mighty”, so the translation app had told her.

She could still remember the first time she had read it and how the hair on her arms had stood up in exhilaration, accompanied by an aroused prickling in her stomach area, because although she did not know what it meant that moment, her body somehow knew how fitting it was.

“You need a ticket?” asked Sadie.

Tickets were her favorite term, because it meant everything but what normal people understood by it. A ticket was the synonym for guns and whatever was needed for an assignment, as it was usually the ticket for the target to meet their maker.

“Yeah,” she said. “I’ll let you know what is needed when I do the research.”

“Alrighty, I’ll send you everything I have. Be prepared, there’s more to him than it looks like.”

“Sads, have I ever been unprepared?” she asked with a chuckle while picking up her clothes to get dressed and pack.

“Never. Have fun, and let me know if you need a hand,” said Sadie, and hung up. She knew how much Sadie missed the field trips, but she was simply too good at coordinating stuff, and their employer thought so, too.

A soft ping announced the files transferring from Sadie. The ping alone caused some heat to rush through her because she knew what would come afterwards. And with that feeling of anticipation, she set to work.
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PLAYLIST: TANDAVA - SHANTI PEOPLE, SOMNIA


When the airplane came to a halt at the Ibiza airport, she was more than annoyed. In fact, she was so annoyed, she would have liked nothing more than to strangle the guy next to her with his Buddha-head necklace dangling from his neck.

Why the fuck did I fly commercial? she asked herself while regretting the decision.

The man resembled everything she disliked and all she had expected from the first glance she had gotten of him. A guy, roughly in his thirties, white, with a huge beard, wearing white, wide linen clothes, gave the woman he was traveling with the full spiritual influencer package.

Although the guy was German, she understood everything. He had made no effort to be quiet with his big talks, and her mother had been half German, half Spanish, so she had learned three languages from the crib–later in life, she added three more languages to that list: Arabic, Japanese, and Russian. Not that she was super good in all of them, but she survived on any missions so far with it. Learning languages was something she enjoyed doing in her spare time, because it came easily to her. Maybe that’s why she was good at learning programming languages as well.

Right now, she just wished she hadn’t understood a fucking thing. Because the guy didn’t shut his mouth for a single minute, not even as they had landed. He constantly had to show his somewhat of a situationship how much of a dumbass he was.

What an annoying piece of stupidity you are!

Now, he held a sermon on how blessed he was and how they, as in he and his poor girl, would experience the most transformative of journeys ahead, where finally she, the girl, would break free from her demons so she was worthy of enlightenment and him.

Gods, you’re not only a piece of shit, but you also have a god complex and no fucking manners! she shouted at him in her mind, trying not to punch him full on in the face for a comment like that.

But what should one expect from a man who has a Buddha head necklace dangling around his neck? The first sign of a colonializer lifestyle and cultural appropriation.

I would like you to see you dangling decapitated around someone’s neck, she thought while he still gave big, empty talks, and everyone sought their way off the airplane.

She wasn’t religious, nor spiritual, but she hated–especially white men–who thought they were a god and took other people’s culture and monetized it, or even worse, actively pushed the culture's suppression. Those men were usually all the same. They took their white privilege and money, went into cheaper countries to exploit the fuck out of everyone and everything there, and acted like disrespectful dickheads with no conscience or consciousness.

I’ll bet he’s just the same, she thought to herself.

And sure as hell, the guy showed his true face within the next thirty seconds as they walked to the taxi stand, and he snapped at the driver like he was some sort of peasant.

Just adding it to the list, asshole.

To get a peace of mind, she had gotten herself access to his phone while he was getting his hand baggage out. It had been a matter of twenty seconds, and she would monitor him. It was the courtesy of all those hours of torture. He would see the consequences. But first, she had other work to do. So, she let the idiot and his girl drive off into the sunset. Probably one of your lasts, enjoy them while you can, she called in her mind after him.

She took a taxi to her hotel. She had decided on something commercial but remote, just for the appearance. There, she would check in, contact Valeria, who would get her stocked on all she needed for her job, and then she’d go into observation.

There had been some trails she had uncovered on the man calling himself Vishal Ja Moksha Tu Caelum, in short, Vishal Caelum. Wasn’t his real name, none of it. It was a fake name, probably with the sole purpose of sounding like a spiritual God, which he was, of course, not.

His real name was Hugh Drexler, a forty-nine-year-old Florida-born man who left behind his twenty years younger wife and two little kids without a word and any money a few years back to make millions by scamming people through promising them enlightenment and the life of their dreams.

Alone, the thing with the wife got him a ticket to hell in her opinion, especially when having in mind that the youngest of the two girls just celebrated her eleventh birthday, which meant he got the wife pregnant when she was underage.

And then she had found the accusations of one of the now missing women that someone had removed from the internet. Only the internet doesn’t forget, and she had all the means to find everything–she was, after all, a professional tracker. What she tracked down, however, was even worse than she had thought, and it also made her question why Ramesès didn’t look into it themselves or put her on an official mission.

Because Vishal Caelum hadn’t built a cult, but a well-organized ring to supply himself with young women to make money with and off them. It made her almost throw up, which happened not very often, when she found how deep the hole went. Vishal Caelum had built a network, some sort of group with a chat and live broadcast, and events, where men paid for having their requests fulfilled by what Caelum would do with the women on his retreats.

The retreats contained sessions where the participating women, officially, took drugs to have an otherworldly spiritual experience, but what really happened is that they were used. Used to fulfil men’s wishes. Of rape. Of being used unconsciously. Of being choked to the point of nearly dying.

She had even found an impregnation ritual with several men and a single woman. All of it had been filmed and sent into a group chat with thousands of members. It was disgusting. And she would have loved nothing more than to just break into the Villa Caelum, where he resided, and put a bullet in his head right now.

The problem was, Caelum had a villa in a very remote spot, fenced, secured, and almost impossible to access. She had no idea what would await her, because there was nothing to be found about security. So, she had to observe, monitor, and test the grounds.

It had been day three, a hot and almost unbearable day where the sun burned down mercilessly on the ground and everyone in its way. The landscape with its trees and acres was dry from a summer with very little rain.

Today, she had claimed a spot under a tree near the property’s main entrance, which gave her some shade and also hid her enough to allow her to start the drone without being noticed.

Thanks to her employer, she had a very special drone. A very silent and small one with an 8k camera that was reflective, sky-camouflaged, and therefore nearly impossible to see. She just wanted to take a quick look around to check the security systems she could not see from outside.

The entrance to Caelum’s property had a huge gate made of stone and an electric fence for any visitors. It was packed with 360-degree cameras, a no trespassing sign, and huge fences surrounding the entire property.

The first thing she recognized was another set of fences, probably electric. Then there was definitely a biometric scanner on the front door and cameras at every angle of the house. Also, there were holes in the house’s door. Holes that could only mean there were guns behind. And then there was the issue with the bowls she saw on the terrace. Dog bowls.

“It’s a fucking fortress,” she cursed.

All in all, it was heavily guarded, and there was absolutely no way in without alerting one of the systems, which she had been unsuccessful at so far.

She sighed. Because she had wanted to avoid getting in there in an official way, aka as a retreat client, but it now seemed the only safe way.

So, she packed the drone, returned to the rental car unseen by any of the cameras, and went back to the hotel. There, she got to work to get herself a spot in the upcoming retreat starting this Sunday, which gave her two days’ time to get into a retreat that was booked out for years.

“Sads,” she said after dialing for her. “I could use a hand.”

“I have two,” said Sadie with an audible grin.

“Listen, I gotta get into that retreat. The place is a fortress; there’s no other way in. I got a list of participants, one of them lives in New York, so not too far, maybe you can put her on hold so I can take her place?”

“Sure. Just give me the address. Anything else you need?”

“Nah, got the mails and the plan already. I love it when people use their cat’s name and birth year as a password.”

Sadie chuckled. “Yeah. So predictable. I’m on my way then, will give you the go when it’s done.”

“Thanks.”

Sadie gave her the go within half an hour, which now gave her two days of planning and becoming said girl. She had no clue how much was checked before booking confirmation. Caelum would surely go for optics and check out Instagram or anything. The girl from New York was a little younger than her, but she had almost the same size and build, so with a good make-up and a wig, it would be alright. She was a master of her art when it came to impersonating someone, almost like a human chameleon, which was probably the reason for her success in the line of work she now did.

So, when Sunday came, she was all set and ready. Her suitcase contained half an ammo shop, ranging from handguns to grenades to knives and dog treats she had all acquired from Valeria. Just in case.

Also, she looked pretty much like the spiritual influencer starter pack. A wide shirt, a Buddha necklace, and she even had put on a golden water-based tattoo with the third eye. Additionally, she had decided on a chakra bracelet along with a zodiac and crystal bracelet. She had gotten herself a wig with blonde dreadlock braids like the girl from New York, but it also underlined the cultural appropriation vibe because she was white. Also, she put a band around her head to keep the braids in check. To complete the look, she wore huge, round hippie sunglasses. Also, she had packed something to show off in her hand baggage. Ranging from yoni egg to aroma oils and including a huge crystal. Just in case.

Overall, she thought, a disgusting masterpiece. And right that moment, she was very glad that none of it was her lifestyle. How desperate do you have to be to make this your life?

She hadn’t felt that much out of place since high school, which said something. High school had been the worst. The 00s had been ungrateful years for girls like her. And in girls like her, she meant girls who did not conform to skinny, trendy, and, most of all, boys. Not once in her life had she been interested in boys. First, they had made fun of her, then they had hated her for being into girls, for being different, for not putting up with their bullshit. There were exceptions, yes, but they were rare and usually queer.

“Gonna be fun,” she told herself in the mirror, glancing back at the latest picture of the girl on Instagram to check the resemblance. She even had gotten herself some blue lenses, because her eyes had every color in them but blue, and it made her look quite alike.

Now she sat in the air-conditioned airport, waiting for the airplane from New York to arrive. She’d mix in with the arriving people and then follow the instructions that were sent to the participants via mail.

They were to meet at the villa, so she took a taxi. It took quite some time to get to the center of the island, where the villa was located near Santa Gertrudis. The drive gave her some time to prepare herself mentally and step into the role even further. She had practiced a different way of speaking, had adapted her accent to what she got from the girl’s Instagram, and while it wasn’t a hundred percent, she was very close.

When they arrived at the villa, she wondered if they were allowed to drive in, and to her surprise, the gate opened before they even drove up to it–which told her what she already knew: The surveillance was top tier. Her decision to play her role from the airport on had been the right one.

The driveway up to the villa was so long, it took a full minute.

Mobility Sensors, she thought as she saw several cubes in the ground and made a mental note where they were located. Okay, this will be hardcore.

Then, the taxi came to a halt directly in front of the entrance to the villa. A man, most certainly security, guarded the door while a woman awaited her and opened the taxi door. She looked very sharp, although she wore some sort of wide dress that was supposed to give the idea of her being a spiritual person, but she could sense she was not. It was in her eyes. The woman had those dead eyes of cold blood she had seen many times before. But she had expected as much. Everyone working here knew what was going on.

“Hi, Sloane! I’m Anne,” said the woman with a super fake excitement, while she stepped out of the car, “so happy to have you, we hope you had a great journey, and welcome to Villa Caelum!”

Internally, she would’ve liked nothing more than to kill her the very second, but right now, she wasn’t Riley. Right now, she was the spiritual girl Sloane from New York, so she acted as she was supposed to.

“Hi, Anne, thank you so much! I am sooooo excited,” she said and brought her hands together in a praying-like namaste position.

“Let’s settle you in,” Anne then said. “We’ll start tonight with the first ritual when everyone’s arrived,” she explained while walking her inside. While they walked, she photographed everything in her mind. Counted the cameras, the steps she made, the doors, the windows, and also listened to Anne, who gave her an introduction to the rules and the program.

Her room was pleasant. Full of light, kept simple in white with fresh flowers, a queen bed, a bamboo chair, and a very cozy-looking blanket. Not that she needed one because it was hot as fuck, and not that she cared about a pleasant room. She was here to kill.

“Feel free to explore the garden and pool,” said Anne, leaning into the door with the most unauthentic smile she had ever seen. “There’s refreshment in the kitchen and anything else you might want. We’ll meet at 6 p.m. in the garden by the tree for the ritual. Vishal will join us then. See you then!”

“Thanks, Anne!” she said in a much more enthusiastic tone. “Can’t wait.”

It was good that she had some time to check out the villa. But first of all, she let herself fall onto the bed. Not without intention, because it gave her the chance to check out the walls, pictures, and the a/c outlet for surveillance. Taking her phone out, she glanced at it before she let it fall into her lap, where the sun-rays met the display. With a slight adaptation by moving her body, the rays reflected toward the a/c outlet, and to her immense satisfaction, she saw, she was right. Because when she moved her phone slightly over it, she could see the reflection hitting a lens.

So, she was being watched. Of course, she thought. But the position of the camera gave her enough space to put the important stuff somewhere unnoticed. To keep her cover, she got up, got her bag, grabbed the crystals, and threw them onto the bed, grinning to herself with her back to the camera.

Then she went for the rest of her baggage and kept it next to the door, straight under the camera. As she wouldn’t be seen, she slipped out a knife to store in her pocket and then went to make a stroll through the villa.

She meticulously tracked every step, already planning how to get out. There were cameras everywhere. She also found stairs that led to some sort of basement, but did not dare go down there. She went to the kitchen, took some bottled water, and then walked through a huge salon-like room filled with mats and small tables to the terrace and into the garden. There, she saw two of the other participants. Two very beautiful girls sat there and meditated. She did not want to disturb them and was glad not to be requested to socialize.

She took a walk around the garden. The garden was a huge chunk of land, which she already knew, but walking it differed from seeing it from a drone’s perspective. Reaching the tree Anne mentioned before, she let her hand glide over the stem and hugged it, just to keep up her cover. The girl she was impersonating had several pictures on Instagram hugging trees.

And while she hugged the tree with her eyes closed, she felt it before she heard it.

“Sloane,” said a male voice she recognized immediately from the videos she had watched. “I have been waiting to meet you.” And at that moment, Vishal Caelum pressed himself against her back, his hands wandering around her body. And not just anywhere, but over her breast and down between her legs, which rendered her speechless for a moment. Was he testing boundaries? Did they know each other? Was there communication she had missed? No fucking way. I was thorough. And that man is just a fucking predator, she told herself as her heart began to race.

“It’s a beauty, isn’t it?” he then said, apparently talking about the tree.

Okay, time for the game, she told herself, turned round only to feel a hard cock brushing her thigh.

“I–um–it is,” she said in a submissive voice, staring at the ground and getting fake red. It was all about perception, and apparently, it was exactly what Caelum wanted to see.

“You’re even lovelier than I thought,” he whispered into her ear as he pressed her backwards into the tree with his body.

Oh, I am so going to kill you, she thought, but played the game nonetheless.

“A–am–I?” she asked with a slight, shy stammer, still not looking at him.

“I saw you brought your crystals,” he then whispered while breathing her in. “I’d like to see you use them.”

What a bastard you are. So, this is what money and NDA’s get you. Openly being a predator and snapping your finger to get what you want.

But for the time being, she had to play the game. She would of course not use the crystal dildo and yoni egg she had taken with her, Caelum would be dead long before.

“I–I–um,” she tried to stall for an answer and play the role of submissive prey he apparently wanted her to.

“I’ll see you later, Sloane, you’ll love it,” he whispered, brushing with his hand over her neck, grasping it with one hand, and licking over it before he let go and walked away.

Damn. What an asshole.

She watched him walk. The man looked like a midlife crisis personified with his wide white clothes, the slightly graying, longer, and wavy wild hair, and the overall way he walked. He wasn’t very tall, maybe a 5’7, and it was as if he was trying so hard to be recognized while being just a sad specimen of human. Not because of his size, she didn’t give a fuck about size, but he did, and it showed. He felt small and tried to compensate with predatory action, dominance, and money; that’s what his walk told her.

Oh, you’re sooooo not seeing what is coming, and when it does, it will be my pleasure.
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The rest of the afternoon she spent exploring the grounds and villa further. She even stumbled accidentally and let her phone fall down the stairs leading to the basement. But before she had taken three steps down, one of the security personnel grasped her back and retrieved the phone for her.

“Sorry, Miss, this is private,” he said coldly, grabbed her phone, and almost pushed her back upstairs.

“I am sorry,” she said demurely, “I didn’t mean—I stumbled and my phone—“ she began, but let her voice fade insecurely. It was always interesting to see what happened to the typical cishet male when a woman was submissive and kept herself small.

“I saw, Miss, therefore I came. Hope you are alright,” he said, gave her back the phone, and left her standing there with a very strange glance.

They all know what is going to happen.

When the time told her it was 5 minutes to 6 p.m., she went outside again to join the ritual Anne had told her about. When she walked up to the tree, she saw the others already sitting around the tree cross-legged, waiting.

Interestingly, they were all tall, slim to sporty build, and blonde, mostly white gals, which was so typical. Of the fifteen women, only two were not white.

When she walked up and placed herself in the circle, she said a shy ‘hi’ to everyone. One woman stared at her, her head slightly tilted. Her skin was beautifully dark, and she had very short 4B hair, which was definitely bleached into an almost white blonde. If she hadn’t been undercover, she would have gone straight for her, because damn, she was hot.

Yes, she was very trained and all, not that she cared, but in this case, she had a radiance beyond the body that drew her in. Her eyes. Dark amber eyes that revealed the endless depths of the universe, and her intense gaze sent a shudder down her spine. She hadn’t expected to feel anything for any of the participants because she liked women she hooked up with more spice than this event screamed for, but even she learned something new here and there.

Their eyes just met for another moment, and a little smirk ran over the woman’s mouth, and that moment, she knew. Knew that she wasn’t the only one on a mission here today. It would also explain the trained body and the difference in energy she felt radiating from her.

And then Caelum appeared.

How he placed himself there in the middle, surrounded by women, he drew energy from it, like he was a power-hungry lion feeding on the admiration he got from the circle of women. He had made sure to prep his prey months, if not years, in advance. Slowly making them dependent on his energy, on his words and posts, his messages, until they were isolated and only had the community he had built. It was a first-grade cult, and it was confirmed as much now.

Caelum talked about the universe and how they had to surrender to it, claiming himself to be the messenger of God. He even channeled some bullshit that made absolutely no sense and was a mere performance act–He talked and performed until the sun went down and the night air became slightly cooler.

When it got dark, it became interesting.

“It’s time to open your minds, my beloved souls,” he said, and Anne walked round, supplying each of them with a cup and some brew in there. Whatever it was, she was very sure she wouldn’t take a sip of it, and when they all cheered ecstatically and brought their cup to their mouth, she kept her lips shut while pretending to drink. In a moment where Caelum and Anna were focused elsewhere, she emptied the cup into the ground, and while she did, she observed from the corner of her eyes that the Black woman who had caught her interest did the very same.

She couldn’t assume she was friendly; it could very well be an inside job by compliance, so she had to be on high alert.

And then Anna came around and ripped her from her thoughts.

“Sloane, your phone, please,” said Anne, holding out a box. “You’ll get it back at the end of this week.”

She surrendered it, knowing that she had a spare phone in her room, and this was the fake phone to keep her cover, and then went to duplicate the behavior of the others, pretending she had drunk the stuff, too.

Suddenly, loud music played. It was like they were put into a trance from the music alone, and the women who had consumed the drink went totally sideways. One started dancing and then broke out in tears, rolling on the floor in what was something between physical and mental pain. A man came and took her and carried her away. She used the distraction to dance herself over to where the black woman played the same game she did.

Just for a moment, the woman melted into her touch. And while she knew it was all games and fake, she could not help feeling the fluttering sensation rushing through her body. It was the touch shooting an electrifying feeling over her entire skin, which let the hair on her arms stand up while making goosebumps appear like magic. The shudder it brought with it was one of the good kind, a desirous, earth-shattering one that ripped her off her sanity for a moment.

And just as quickly as it came to be, it went. Because more men came.

They took one girl after the next. Hands grasped her, and she let herself be dragged. They’d be gone the minute they were in a room, and then it was time to play. She was pulled into the salon to her room, and while she played the game, she saw the first girl already naked on the floor, surrounded by six men.

Three men took her into her room, and the mysterious woman was taken by two men in the room opposite hers. She’d deal with the sum first, and then she’d check out what it was with that woman.

So, when the men entered the room, she waited for the last one to close the door, and before she was dragged further into the room for the camera to catch her, she drew the knife from her pocket, flipped it open, and stabbed it into the man’s neck, leaning in on her with his hand between her thighs. She removed it immediately while blood burst from his main artery, and he sank to the ground, taking one last satisfying breath.

The other two did not wait to attack her, but they were both unarmed.

Pathetic bastards, she said in her mind as she stood barefoot in a puddle of blood surrounded by three dead bodies. She reached for her suitcase, opened the lock, and got out the guns and her laptop. Because the first thing she had to do was to get into that security system.

That moment, however, everything went dark. And she was quite sure it had nothing to do with Caelum but with the woman. Checking her laptop, she found the security system was completely down.

Good, she thought. “Let’s get ready to rumble,” she whispered as she pulled off the wig, stripped down, and put on the tactical gear from her suitcase: Special pants and a thin sleeve shirt made of Kevlar and a new fiber her employer had developed, which made the clothes extremely lightweight, supporting hyper mobility while also guaranteeing safety and protection.

Suddenly, shots were fired. The feeling of anticipation told her something big was on the horizon, and she was so in for it.

With a swift movement, she let her slim vest slide over her head, closed it, and attached two guns, slipped several spare magazines into its bag, grabbed the half-automatic, another handgun as well as several detonators, and stopped for a single moment behind the closed door. It was a moment she always took before going into a fight.

Breathing in and out, she focused her mind and senses. A wild mess of shouts and shots trailed into her ears, but this moment belonged entirely to her. And then she opened the door.

Lurking carefully outside, she saw heavy fighting taking place in the salon-like room, which was more of a fake-meditation-rape-room if she had to describe it. Now, it was filled with men fighting each other, from what she saw in the darkness. Some wore tactical gear, others didn’t.

Invaders vs. Security.

But she didn’t care about what was going on there. She had a single objective: Caelum.

Let the boys fight, more time for me, she thought, and drew back.

She first checked the room in the back where the Black woman had been taken, but she only found the same scenery there that she had left in her room. A bloody mess of dead men, which meant they were probably fighting the same fight.

Moving forward through the shadows, she glanced into the other rooms; in one of them, the window was open while one of the white girls lay on the bed. The cowards probably fled as they heard what was happening.

She quickly checked the woman’s pulse to see if she was still alive and confirmed a weak pulse before moving on.

Moving further, she was quite sure where she would find Caelum, and that was in the basement. So, she moved swiftly through the hallway leading to where the stairs were.

Then she heard it. It was a woman’s scream. She saw the Black woman with the white blonde colored hair, only to witness her being shot.

Once.

Twice.

Thrice.

Fuck.

Then, what had to be Caelum’s security, dragged her off roughly ten yards from her.

The fuck they will take her.

She didn’t even have to think long, but pointed her handgun at the two guys who did not see any of it coming.

Their bodies fell satisfyingly to the ground, both with a blood-leaking hole in their head.

She ran over to the woman, kneeled down, picked her up, and brought her to her room. There, she lay her down on the bed, reaching for her suitcase and the emergency kit she always had with her.

“What’s your name?” she asked the woman, who groaned in pain while blood streamed out of the wounds in her shoulder, stomach, and arm.

“Jaz,” she said through gritted teeth, followed by a groan of pain.

“And why are you here?”

“We’re taking down Caelum,” said Jaz, and gasped out as she pressed a compression sheet onto her stomach wound.

“Who’s we?” she asked sharply while getting out some disinfection and pouring it into the wound in the abdomen and the shoulder.

Jaz did not answer but screamed from the pain. She knew the feeling very well.

“Do you have backup? You gotta get into a hospital with that,” she said, glancing at the wound.

More blood.

“Press,” she ordered her to, and gave her another gauze and cloth to press on the wound, but it did not help much. She fumbled out some of the hemostatic powder from her emergency kit. It was a highly efficient powder for field wounds to make blood clot. She herself had used it several times so far, and it had been life-saving. Thanks to her employer, she had access to these special supplies.

“Yes,” breathed Jaz out finally. “On standby, but this is going sideways. They can’t get in. I don’t know what happened, but I think we triggered a security protocol,” said Jaz with heavy breaths while she poured the powder in the wound.

“Figured. Didn’t you check it first? He has a self-firing system and some kind of detectors in the ground, which I don’t know are mines or whatever shit Caelum cooked up.”

“We did, but there is so much security, we are simply outnumbered. What is that?” she asked, glancing at the wound.

“Hopefully, stopping the bleeder. Listen, I’ll take care of that,” she said leniently. “I have a plan, I’ll go and put an end to it. Does your team have an identifier?”

“Yes, north pole,” said Jaz, and lifted her head to stare at her.

“I’ll be back,” she said and handed Jaz one of her guns from her vest. “I’ll identify before I enter. Shoot anyone else.”

Jaz grinned in pain and let her head fall back onto the bed. She went back to the door, and before she got back outside, she glanced back into the darkness of the room at Jaz. Their eyes met once again for a single moment; a moment that let the fluttering feeling rise in her. A feeling she couldn’t have right now, because this situation was bad and needed her full focus. So, she broke the gaze and went back into the chaos. They would have time. Later. Hopefully.

It was a high-risk situation because she could be seen as a threat by the team Jaz was with, and most certainly was a target of Caelum’s people. Outside, she saw that Jaz’s team had taken significant damage. Many of them lay on the ground, apparently dead.

She walked silently around the corner, gun drawn, only to see a fight between five men. With two shots, two of Caelum’s people went down. Jaz’s team looked around at her, and she just nodded sideways, signaling them to draw back and mouthed the word ‘north pole’.

Shouts reached her ears from outside. With a quick glance through the window onto the terrace, she saw an Italian, somehow very familiar, looking man with curly blonde hair in tactical gear being strangled in the light of a solar lamp. It was a risky shot, but she was aware of her abilities, so she kneeled, stabilized her arm by leaning it against the open window, and aimed shortly. The man strangling the blonde guy fell to the ground shortly after.

The blonde guy stared at her the very moment with a tilted head before she spun round and ducked down to evade the fist, trying to meet her. Falling onto the floor, she identified the attacker as one of Caelum’s security. So, within the same movement of falling, she drew her gun and shot the guy full on in his balls. The reaction was legendary, but there was no time to enjoy the view.

She got up and placed another bullet in the guy’s head, just to make sure he would not disturb anyone else.

Then she finally made her way to the basement.

“Who are you?” requested a deep male voice behind her. The tone alone made it clear it wasn’t a foe.

“North pole,” she said with a quick glance, seeing the blonde guy walking down the stairs to the door leading to the basement.

“You aren’t one of ours,” he said.

“No, but Jaz tells me we have the same goal. I saved her, by the way. And if I were you, I’d get some emergency evac here,” she answered coldly. She could smell what kind of guy he was from here all the way back to L.A. Because she met the team’s alpha, and she hated alpha men.

“What do you want with Caelum?” he then asked.

“Preferably to see him meeting his maker in the most painful possible way. And if you don’t mind,” she added with some sarcasm in her voice, “I’d rather keep the interview for later, as there are some more pressing matters.” And with it, she turned and shot the guy appearing on top of the stairs three times in the chest.

Alpha was very much unimpressed as the bullets rushed past, not very far above his head.

“That was the second time I saved your ass, so how about a thanks and either getting your down her to get Caelum or getting your team out and let me do my job,” she told him off with a scuff the moment the guy opened his mouth.

“I don’t like being told what to do,” he said coldly.

“Yeah, Mr. Alpha, then please, by all means, go get your ass killed next time,” she snapped at him in total annoyance and made her way down the last four steps without glancing back. It had gotten silent upstairs, and that wasn’t a good sign.

She tried to open the steel door leading to the basement, which was locked. The steel door told her everything she needed to know. Behind that door was the gold. In what form, she would surely find out.

She took a concussion grenade from the detonator stock in her vest. A useful little thing to invade a room of people without knowing what awaited her. Then, she switched her gun’s magazine and shot the lock. There was a keypad, but that was apparently out of service as electricity had been cut off.

The door’s lock gave in, she kicked the door open, and then jumped to the side as shots were fired immediately at her. One bullet hit her leg, and at that moment, she was more than thankful for her tactical gear. It hurt like shit, but the bullet did not go through the fabric.

Crawling up, she pressed and threw the grenade into the room, which exploded almost immediately. She was safe behind the wall because the shockwave of the detonator was contained by any kind of wall or object.

She heard bodies drop to the floor because what the shockwave essentially did was to deprive a person of their senses. Unable to focus, to hear properly, they were unable to stand or get a clear view.

Gun first, she entered the room. There were roughly fifteen men on the floor, and Caelum lay in the back. She recognized some of the men from earlier, the raping bastards. Caelum gave them a sanctum, but she would be the one tearing it entirely down.

For her, it was a short process for everyone. They all had to die, easy as that. And with that, she went to shoot them all. The blonde guy strode past her and pointed a gun at Caelum. She watched him as he walked up there in total glee, awaiting the satisfying moment of triumph. Also, she could see from his walk alone that none of this was business. This was personal, which was the only reason she let him. She didn’t have to prove anything. It was fine if Caelum and all the other bastards were dead; it didn’t matter to her who did it in the end.

“Karma’s a bitch, asshole,” said the blonde guy darkly, and then shot him seven times full in the face. Which made her smirk, because if she was truly honest with herself, she would’ve done the same.

Only then did she see one of Caelum’s men swaying up a half-automatic gun, pointing at the blonde guy. The first shot was fired before her bullet met the man, and with a glance, she saw it rushing only millimeters past the blonde guy’s head, who spun round in time to see the shooter drop dead.

“That would be the third time,” she said, turned, and went to get back upstairs.

“Wait,” came the blonde guy’s command.

But she did not listen to him. She wasn’t one to be ordered around. Walking back upstairs, she had her gun drawn because there was still the chance Caelum had more men who defended the villa.

A groan left her throat as she heard blonde guy following her, and then he grasped her.

“I said wait,” he growled darkly and pushed her into the wall. His scent was prepossessing and dominant, just like his entire nature, usually reason enough to just end him. She stared at him, unimpressed, head slightly tilted. She saw him properly for the first time, and she couldn’t help but have a smirk run over her face. Because she knew exactly who he was.

“And I don’t do well with being ordered around. So, you either remove yourself or I’ll shoot you, too,” she said, equally darkly. She had enough alpha male behavior for today.

“And I don’t do well with threats,” he said with a bass growl while leaning in further on her. Like he was a wolf pissing all over his territory, she thought. What is it always with men?

As he made no move to let her go, she decided she was done with him, at least for today.

Big mistake, blondielocks.

She kicked up her knee into his balls, caught his leg with hers to pull it, so he lost his balance. Within the same movement of him falling, she pushed him, so he fell face-first onto the ground. Then, before he could so much as react, she let her body fall onto his, knee first into his back, when she took him into a headlock with one arm around his throat, reinforced by her other hand pulling the arm close and up. It was a position impossible to get out of, especially when he was about to fall down the stairs on the other side.

“Listen to me very carefully,” she whispered into his ear. “You can take your attitude and toxic masculinity elsewhere, or I will kill you just as easily as I killed all the others. You have a known face, Mr. DeBarra, and my expertise lies in finding and eliminating people, so I advise you to let it go.”

It was glorious to sense him not being used to being handled, and that alone made it for her.

“Do you understand?” she inquired harshly and pulled the headlock even closer, so he wasn’t getting any air anymore.

“Yes,” he breathed out then.

“Good, wasn’t so hard, was it?” she asked. “Now, I’ll go check on Jaz, and you will get the evac here. I have better things to do than this,” she said and let go of him. He gasped out hard and coughed.

Pathetic asshole, she thought while pushing herself off him and walking back to the room where she had left Jaz, without another glance back.

Reaching the door, she called “north pole” and entered.

Fuck. Because what she saw was everything but good. Blood was everywhere, and Jaz was apparently almost unconscious, which would prevent her from putting any more pressure on the wound and worsening the situation.

“Jaz,” she said and slapped her face while pressing the bloody gauze and cloths onto the abdominal wound. “Stay awake. Your alpha is getting evac.”

Jaz wanted to say something, but it was only air and a slur coming out of her mouth.

At that moment, she heard a helicopter coming in.

Evac.

“Jaz, is the helicopter yours?”

“Sup-“ she said weakly, broke off, and nodded with her eyes.

It was enough information. She pulled her into her arms and lifted her up. She walked with her to the terrace, hoping that Caelum’s men were all dead.

“Jaz, fuck,” she heard the blonde guy gasp as he walked up to them.

“Is that helicopter evac?” she asked.

“Yes,” he answered.

“Do you have a med team on board? She lost so much blood, although I used the chitosan to clot the blood, she needs immediate transfusion.”

“Who are you?” he asked her.

“Doesn’t matter,” she scoffed at him. The helicopter was aiming to land a couple of yards from them, which was a perilous thing, unless–shit.

The blonde guy went to get to the helicopter, and she could only shout so fast.

“FREEZE,” she roared. He stopped, for his luck, in his tracks and turned to her with angry eyes. At least he understood military slang.

“Are you like stupid or what?” she asked. “Didn’t you do your job before invading? Seriously!” she ranted, still with Jaz in her arms.

“What’s the fucking matter with you?” he asked, equally annoyed.

“Take a look, right leg.”

He stared at the almost invisible black puck on the ground where he had just walked past.

“Fuck,” he whispered and reacted in a second, spinning round and telling the helicopter with his hands to rise and not land.

“There is a pattern,” she called over to him. It’s every three meters in a zig-zag east to west. There is a space not occupied by the tree, but it might be too near for the rotor. Can they hover? I can navigate.”

He took his phone out and called the pilot.

They hovered as close as possible to the ground, and she walked over to the helicopter, feeling that Jaz was getting weaker and weaker in her arms.

Fuck.

Something in her wanted not to leave her, but she had to clean up. So, she heaved hers, with the help of the evac team and the blonde guy, into the hovering helicopter, which was not easy, but they eventually managed.

She briefed the team briefly, squeezed Jaz’s hand, and said, “Take care, you will survive this.”

But Jaz did not react, which gave her a huge stitch in the stomach.

She jumped down from the helicopter, made her way back to the terrace, carefully avoiding the–what would be detonators–in the ground, and waited for the helicopter to leave. She had already gotten all she needed, listening in on the instructions the blond guy gave the pilot. She would find her later; now it was time to clean up.

To her utmost annoyance, the blonde guy did not fly off with her. Instead, he jumped out, too, and joined her as the sound of the rotor shattered through the night and blew dry earth in their direction. She turned and protected her face with her arm to stop the incoming soil with little stones from meeting her skin.

When the helicopter was only two lights in the night sky, a quite awkward feeling crawled up in her. A feeling she usually had after a mission, but this time, there was the matter of the blonde guy.

I might just ignore him. And if he annoys me, I’ll just kill him.

“What’s your name?” he asked.

So much about ignorance.

“Doesn’t matter,” she scuffed at him, turned, and went inside. She started by collecting all the metal pieces of detonators that would not burn, then she had to retrace her actions and remove any bullets before she would burn down this shithole. Also, she’d get the data.

There were four more people inside alive. She identified them all as the blonde guy’s team, and just then, a hand grasped her shoulder.

“Don’t you fucking learn?” she roared and pulled her gun out from the holster and pressed it straight into Blondie’s chest with one swift movement.

A smirk ran over his face because, apparently, she reacted just like he wanted to. Noted.

“I’d like you to work for me,” he then said, totally unimpressed by the gun.

“I don’t work for people like you,” she said coldly.

“People like me?” he asked, as if he didn’t know.

“Maybe you should buy yourself some hearing aids,” she said coldly.

“Oh, I heard you very well. I just wonder what it is about me repulsing you so much.”

She couldn’t suppress the derogatory laugh coming from the depths of her throat. She removed the gun from his chest, put it back where it was, turned, and went back downstairs to get to work there.

“You’re a man,” she called after him while walking down the stairs, watching the flabbergasted look appear on his face, smiling to herself. It was glorious.

Downstairs, she heard one of the men laugh, accompanied by two claps on what had to be a shoulder and saying, “Nice, D. Nice.”

“Shut your mouth, Ed,” she heard blonde guy curse.

Oh, those fragile little egos of alpha-men, she thought.

It took her an hour to remove the last bits and pieces, and there was only one more encounter with the blonde guy. She wiped out the systems, even allowed them to take a copy, then shut down the system, including all security systems, so they could all leave without any further disturbance.

She also found a nice motorcycle in the garage, which she decided to use as a getaway ride.

“If you are quite done,” she said into the void of the main entrance while filling a metallic box with everything she had collected and pushing it into a rucksack, which she then put on and strapped tight, “I’d like to burn this place down.”

Eight pairs of eyes looked at her.

“Good,” she then said with a smirk. “I’d advise you to get at least to the gates,” she added. “I can assure you, no traces. This place will be sand and dust in a couple of minutes.”

“Are we done?” asked blonde guy.

“Yes, give me two,” said one of the men.

Two minutes, which couldn’t have been any longer.

She had decided to wait outside for them to evade further pursuit.

The bike she had found was a lovely MV Augusta Rush 1000—already waiting and grumbling for departure.

The team had arrived with a couple of cars. They took their dead people with them and carried them out.

Eighteen, she counted internally.

As they drove off, blonde guy opened the window.

“Think about it, stranger. I’ll make you an offer you can’t resist,” he said, pissing all over the place one last time.

She only rolled her eyes and said, “Drive, or I’ll blast you up, too.”

As they drove up the driveway, she took out the destroyer, at least that’s what she called it. The little puck-like metal detonator contained a highly potent explosive that shattered everything on the ground before it was able to produce an enormous heat to inflame whatever came in its way. It was a high-tech explosive, built to evaporate entire cities in modern warfare.

She threw it into the main room, walked outside, and sped the bike up the driveway with a huge dust cloud behind her. Reaching the gates, she saw blonde guy waiting for her with the car and window open, and groaned internally.

Time to shine, baby.

She stirred the bike sharply right, braked, and let the beauty between her legs drift its back wheel to the side, so it whirled up a whole bunch of gravel, which hit the blonde guy’s car and face, thanks to the open window. Immense satisfaction overcame her insides.

“Answer enough?” she asked him without waiting for an answer. She grasped the tablet from her backpack, opened it, and then activated the chip in the destroyer. Thirty seconds counting.

Thirty seconds in which she let the tablet slide back into her backpack, closed the shield of the helmet she had found with the bike, and sat slightly loose, but it was better than nothing, and sped off into the night.

She didn’t need to see what would happen.

She’d feel it, and she had one more thing to do tonight.
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Less than twenty-four hours later, she was back in L.A.–not without making a minor detour to the asshole guy from the airplane, who apparently had been highly allergic to nuts. Had been, because he wasn’t breathing anymore, because sadly, a nut had found its way into his breakfast. She had also brought all guns, ammo, and everything else she had acquired from Valeria back for elimination to leave a clean trail behind. The rest she could execute from her home base. First and foremost, that was to find Jaz.

She could not pinpoint what it was about her. Normally, she felt either nothing or an overwhelming desire for pure fireworks with a woman, both toxic and not a lane she went down anymore. With Jaz, it was different. She was attractive, of course, not to forget the beautifully soft skin with her intense eyes, but there wasn’t the attraction that consumed her. It was more like a curious interest in exploring a connection.

So, she did what she did best, which was finding people.

It took her not even three hours until she knew everything she had to know. Interestingly, she found a lot about the blonde guy as well, way beyond what the public knew.

“Sads,” she said into the speaker as the ringing stopped. “I have something very interesting.”

“You are back,” said Sadie.

“Yeah, quite the mess with Caelum, seriously. There was a lot of crap going down there.”

“I heard we had a debrief, and it was noted that the entire place was burned down and vanished.”

“Yeah, had to. Too many traces. Listen, there was a second team involved, and I am pretty sure the alpha was Deis DeBarra.”

Silence on the other end, not unexpected.

“But isn’t he like the epicenter of evil?” asked Sadie finally.

“Put that on the next debrief, there’s more to it. He wanted me to come work for him. I don’t know what he’s up to, but he killed Caelum with seven bullets in the face.”

“Seven. Sounds personal,” answered Sadie, with an audible concern. “I will. Let you know how it went.”

“Also, I need your skill to find someone,” she added.

“Which of my many?” asked Sadie with a jokingly arrogant chuckle.

“The one where I send you a fingerprint, and you run it for me through the databases without traces.”

Sadie sighed. “That one.”

She knew she was asking a lot because it was basically violating the code, but something told her not to do this the official way–but it was Sadie, and of course, she’d never say no.

“Can you tell me what I’m looking for?” Sadie asked.

“Someone I need to find very much,” she said, as she did not want to divulge the actual reason any further.

“Alright, I see, no gossip for me then,” said Sadie with a chuckle. “Send it over.”

Without hesitation, she pressed send, as she had everything prepared beforehand. The soft ping on the other end told her it came through.

“You little fucker,” said Sadie, with a joking scuff. “You already knew I’d do it.”

“Uh-huh.”

“Hang on.”

She waited, but worked on one of her screens in the meantime. Back in those days, they had been on the phone for hours. Sometimes, just for keeping some non-physical company without speaking a single word. There had been a time when they both had a hard time coping with the past and kept each other in digital company. Over the years, it eventually vanished as the memories faded, but so did their daily contact.

While she was waiting, she scanned the blonde guy. The official stuff first.

“What a crappy bastard,” she muttered to herself, while scrolling through his website promising people they could manifest their dream life with a single event, which cost roughly five hundred bucks.

“Moneyfestation,” she read aloud with a groan. It was so stupid, it was funny.

All in all, he was what she had seen. A rich prick with many toxic traits is getting into people’s minds and having them pay big for nothing. Maybe not in the depth of what Caelum did, but not much different in its nature.

Who knows what he was doing behind those closed doors? She wondered in her mind. So he was doing what, taking out the competition?

“What are you groaning about?” asked Sadie.

“The DeBarra guy,” she said, “here listen to that,” she said, and read a passage from his website out loud.

“You are the creator of your own reality. It is time for you to step into the future to create the life you deserve. Everything in this universe is happening for you. This is your sign to –“

“Gods, stop it, I have to vomit,” cut Sadie in.

And they both laughed before the silence fell over their call again, only interrupted by a click here and there.

She was thrilled to be back in her home base, with Subwoofers’ silent snores in the background, and the darkness of the room separating her securely from the outside world.

“Nothing,” said Sadie finally.

“What, nothing?”

“There is nothing in any of the databases. Not a single match, not even a close one or a half-print.”

“Huh.”

There weren’t many people walking this planet who weren’t in any of the databases. Or, as she thought more likely, it was there but had been wiped clean.

“Smells like wiped, what do you think?”

“I’d say yes. Who does it belong to?”

If Jaz’s fingerprint was nowhere to be found, she had to be really, really good. She figured as much that she was a hacker, but that good? But if the fingerprint didn’t get her anywhere, she had to follow the trail from a different angle.

Without answering, she said, “Thanks, Sads, talk to you soon,” and hung up.

[image: ]


It was eight days later that she had not only done proper research but had also learned limitations for the first time. Because penetrating the DeBarra Universe was nearly impossible, and she had never encountered anything like it before. Therefore, she had decided on a trip to New York, where Blondie lived and surely had a headquarters. Guys like him usually had everything close by: the king and his servants.

She had booked herself a nice room with a view of the Empire State Building under one of her aliases. The hotel was modern and very stylish, central, not drawing too much attention, and most of all, it had a garage for the bike she picked up from her employers’ storage first thing after landing. Normally, she would have stayed with Sadie, but right now, she needed some time to find Jaz.

Manhattan is such a different scenery compared to L.A., she thought. With a deep breath, she let the Manhattan air fill her lungs while waiting for the lights to turn green on 7th Avenue. The Streetfighter between her legs growled deeply, waiting to be taken out for a ride again, finally. Aside from the weather, she thought, I could get used to the city, too.

Throughout her life, she had lived in many places, from big cities to absolutely nowhere. Los Angeles was nice and very practical for her current assignments, but it wouldn’t be forever. She wasn’t one to settle down somewhere. And why would you, if you have the freedom to be anywhere in the world?

Just for fun, she took some turns and became one with Manhattan, the buzz of everyone being busy, the clarity, and straightforwardness. Even without interacting, it was simply watching people move through the city–such a difference compared to where she currently lived.

“Look, mommy, there’s a dog on the bike!” shouted a little girl next to her on the sidewalk, and it made her grin. Subwoofer sat in her backpack and held the nose in the wind. He loved coming on trips, and this one hadn’t been international, so she thought she could take the little gremlin, who now had his paws on her shoulders but was otherwise tightly strapped in. Kids always loved seeing him in his backpack.

An hour later, she entered the garage leading to the hotel, checked in, and made her way up to the room. While she waited for an elevator to bring her up, she gave Subwoofer a little cuddle.

“We’ll go for a pee in a second,” she told him. “Just getting the stuff up.” She didn’t need to take the backpack and everything with her, just the essentials, the ones she always had with her. Tablet, gun, knife, bottle of water, dog snack.

Ten minutes later, she and Subwoofer rode back down after repacking the backpack. She took little with her–the perks of having an employer that did business worldwide and always provided her with everything necessary through designated storage.

Subwoofer had his nose to the ground the moment the doors of the hotel opened and offered him nothing but concrete. Not that he cared, so the first thing he did was pee an eight-hour puddle onto the sidewalk.

“You know,” said a voice that not only made her chuckle but let a trickling sensation rush through her core, “I wouldn’t have picked you for a dog person.”

“Because I am not,” she said and turned, only to see Jaz with her beautiful dark skin and rose undertone leaning leniently against a wall next to her hotel, a smirk on her face.

So, she is that good, noted.

“What I saw and see suggests otherwise, Amy,” said Jaz and emphasized the alias name she had used to check in the hotel with a knowing look.

How I love women who know their shit, she thought, as in her stirred a feeling that made her question her entire being. A prickling, electrifying desire was spreading warmth through her entire core.

A wide smile she couldn’t help appeared on her face, and to stop herself, she bit her lip.

Jaz still leaned against the wall, in her tight black functional pants and a wide amber shirt with a flowery pattern, and just for this small second, she wanted nothing more than to push her into that wall and have her legs sling around her body, while kissing her, consuming her, biting down on her neck, and feel her skin against hers.

Which wouldn’t be a good idea at all, because she was probably still injured and not even interested. So instead of putting her fantasy into action, she went down the path of gathering intelligence and not acting until further was gained.

“You look quite healthy for almost dying a little over a week ago,” she said to distract the vivid image in her mind of their lips meeting in a sweet embrace of desire.

“Apparently, I had a little guardian up there in the sky,” said Jaz rather unseriously, a smile breaking her dark rose lips into a wide grin. A grin that let a delightful shudder run down her spine.

“Fuck this,” she whispered and let go of the leash while she strode over to Jaz, cupped her face, and smashed her lips onto hers.

Her scent, phenomenal.

Her skin, soft and firm, caressing her hands.

Her lips, beyond expectations.

The feeling in her core, exploding.

Because Jaz kissed her back with such a fierce fire burning her to the ground–she hadn’t expected that at all, only hoped.

Their tongues danced in an exploring embrace while she could not help but push her hip between Jaz’s legs to feel her even closer. Her entire body wanted nothing more than to crawl into Jaz and become one with her while an incredible heat rolled over them both.

The only issue, they were standing on a frequented Manhattan sidewalk.

So, they ended the kiss, with their lips parted just as quickly as it had come. Just for another moment, she glanced into Jaz’s beautiful dark amber eyes, took a breath of her scent in, and then leaned back to let her finger glide over Jaz’s lips before she said, “Glad you had one,” and turned to get Subwoofer, who hadn’t moved an inch. The little gremlin would never leave her.

“Care if I join you and Scruffy for the walk?” asked Jaz with lips trying to hide a wide smile.

“Shouldn’t you be resting?” she asked back, not wanting to overstretch any injuries. She could still see the lost blood and fading life in her mind.

“Would you if you were in my shoes?”

No, of course not.

“Yes,” she said with an undertone, telling Jaz exactly what she needed to hear.

“Uh-huh,” said Jaz with a chuckle, quite aware of the truth in disguise. “Let’s walk. What’s Scruffy’s name?”

“Subwoofer,” she answered while they walked down the street into the flower district with all the little shops decorating the sidewalk. “Or gremlin, my little scabby whatever-it-is. Found him on a job a few years back, or, well, he found me and refused to leave. Since then, he’s been with me. Couldn’t leave him in the streets, I mean, look at him,” and she pointed at the gremlin with his wide goggly eyes and the wild white and gray hair on his head that almost made him look like he wore a wig.

“Is it really a dog?” asked Jaz jokingly.

And they both laughed for a moment, because the gremlin was one of the ugliest dogs anyone could ever have the unfortunate luck of meeting. But he had a soul made from gold reflecting through his eyes, even if his stare was slightly creepy.

You know exactly who we’re talking about, she told him off in her mind.

They walked for a while, and just when it was on the verge of becoming awkward, Jaz asked, “What brings you to New York?”

There it was, the question of the questions she would have loved to postpone until later. But, whatever. It would come up inevitably, and what did it matter if it were now or later?

“You,” she said a little quieter than usual, because truth be told, behind her hardcore mask, when it came to making a move on a woman, she was pretty shy.

She said it without further explanation. It was clear after what just happened what the ‘you’ meant, at least she told herself as much. Jaz cracked a pleased smile but did not answer. Good. And not good, because it was also fucking awkward and while she was very self-assured, this was exactly what made her cringe inside out.

Diversion tactics, she told herself, to get away from the uncomfortable feeling of exposed vulnerability growing in her chest.

“What I wonder is, how you found me so fast,” she said and eyed Jaz as they crossed 9th Avenue, walking west towards Hudson Yards.

“You know, I don’t like my fingerprints being run through several databases,” said Jaz in a tone that sounded slightly dangerous. The category of silent danger, only audible if one listened very closely to the undertones and unsaid things in a sentence.

“You weren’t supposed to find out,” she said, making a mental note that Sadie apparently still left traces, although she is practically a ghost, which only led her to admiration of the skills Jaz must have.

“Yet, here I am,” said Jaz and added with a tugged up corner of her mouth, “Just for future reference, I didn’t see anyone being that good, but still not as good as I am.”

Confident, hot. And in her chest grew a desire to explore her. She had a million questions, none of which she could ask at this point. In her life, she had learned to adapt. People usually liked the platonic and not so much the deep dive into their lives.

“High line?” she asked Jaz, pointing to the stairs and elevator leading up to the old subway track that had been greened and modernized a couple of years ago and now offered a beautiful walk between old and new buildings, with spectacular views of the city here and there.

“Too many tourists this time of day,” answered Jaz. “Come, showing you a little secret.” And with it, she turned, walked a little further, into a crossing street, and came to a halt in front of one of the typical New York City brick buildings with its fire ladders. To their left was a door graffiti sprayers had used as a canvas that looked like it led to some sort of basement or something.

Jaz opened it, only to reveal what could be called a tunnel. The first thing was a very disgusting smell consuming them. While she wasn’t very picky and didn’t mind getting her hands dirty, this tunnel smelled like a dumpster full of dead people. Or dead rats, she thought as she stared into the very tight and small tunnel with its biting scent of what would be ammonia.

“It’s worth it,” said Jaz with a grin, bent down, and kind of crawl-walked through the tunnel.

She sighed and then followed, because whatever was on the other end, she was way too curious not to know.

The tunnel apparently went into the courtyard, because after what would be the depth of a building, the light became brighter and brighter until she stepped out into daylight again.

“No fucking way,” she gasped out, because what was revealed in front of her eyes was everything she had not expected.

Under her feet, meticulously grown green grass opened a view of the courtyard’s width, framed by hanging flowers in all colors, and beautiful, quite uncommon trees she did not immediately recognize. And she stared into eight pairs of non-human eyes. Because someone had, over the length and width of an entire block courtyard, built an oasis. With horses.

“How is this even possible?” she asked incredulously while taking everything in. The brick and concrete walls were partly covered with ivy; red, white, and pink roses climbed up and down in grids. There was a small pond with a waterfall framed by bushes with yellow blossoms. “I mean, like, is this legal, having horses in the middle of Manhattan?”

“I like how your mind works,” said Jaz, who gave one horse, the black one, a rub behind its left ear. “But to answer your question, I have no idea. I guess if you have enough money, everything’s possible.”

Apparently.

One of the other horses walked over to her and tugged with its lips on her shirt. It wasn’t aggressive, more like a search for food. She stared down at the gremlin, but he was totally relaxed. As he had lived on the streets, he might have encountered many animals, so it wasn’t an issue for him.

“I don’t have anything for you,” she told the buckskin-colored horse with its dark mane, who now almost pushed her away while trying to get into her pockets.

“That’s Skálkur,” said Jaz. “He’s an Icelandic horse, and his name translates to ‘little rascal’.”

“I can see why,” she said. She wasn’t necessarily a horse person, not more than she was a dog person, but animals, in general, were always drawn to her. So she gave Skálkur a rub to distract him from his search for food.

The entirety of it was probably the most surreal thing she had ever seen, because they were, after all, in the middle of Manhattan. And that meant something, because she had seen a lot. This is fucking beyond.

Generally, she was more of a practical person than a beauty person, but for this here, she had to make an exception and let the beauty of it sink in.

I mean. The grass alone! How can grass be so damn soft and green? she asked herself and had to scuff out a chuckle. Who would have thought I’d ever find myself thinking about the state of grass, she told herself, half joking, half exasperated in her mind.

And just when it couldn’t get any more beautiful, the sun lurked from above into the courtyard, dipping the scene in a deep, almost orange-yellow light.

She felt, with her all black and functional wear, entirely out of place. This was more like a summer dress and champagne sort of place, while she was a beer, bikes, and foul language kind of gal. And she had to laugh.

“What’s so funny?” asked Jaz, locking eyes with her.

“Just a thought crossing my mind,” she said with a grin, “I feel a bit out of place.”

Jaz took four steps to close the space, parting them. “And why would that be?”

“This is the light you know, fairytale and everything, I am more like darkness personified, twisted and–”

“Horses,” interrupted Jaz her, “are excellent judges of character,” she continued, and let her hand glide over Skálkur’s back. Her lovely scent trailed up her nose. With another step, she came even closer. So close, she could see every pore of her soft skin with those lips she wanted nothing more than to feel on hers again. In her core, a prickling sensation spread throughout her body. Her breath fastened as Jaz’s hand wandered from the horses’ back over to her hand.

Her touch.

Fuck.

With her fingers, she trailed up her arm, exploring it with a curious desire and a single goal.

Her hand reached her collarbone.

What a marvelous feeling.

She had to close her eyes from the touch.

Up to her neck.

To her face.

Warm breath against her lips.

Her heart racing.

Do it, longed her heart and body for Jaz to kiss her.

Only that moment, a loud spray farting sound erupted from down her feet.

Damnit! She cursed as her eyes flew open, only to see the gremlin pooping onto the grass. Probably from all the stress of flying.

“Seriously, gremlin?” she asked with a groan while Jaz laughed out loud, a full and energetic laugh revealing a wonderful, wide smile. Damn.
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When she returned to the hotel, she was exhausted. Jaz and her had walked through the city for the entire afternoon. Although she had made Jaz sit down for a coffee twice as she wanted to not overbear her body after being injured so badly, she was still tired.

It had been a strangely silent walk until they turned around a corner leading to the battery park, where Jaz prevented a crash between a cyclist and the gremlin. It made her roar after the reckless cyclist in a suit, and it took Jaz a lot of diplomacy to calm her down. Impulsivity was her one big flaw, and if Jaz hadn’t been there, she might have just punched the guy from his bike. Because no one touched the gremlin. He might be ugly, but he was hers, and what was hers was to be kept safe. Especially from tie-wearing men who acted like the world belonged to them.

The good thing that came of it, however, was that the conversation flowed afterwards. Maybe it was her ranting about patriarchy, capitalism, and compensating men that broke the ice of awkwardness between them and resulted in a six-hour discussion about a little bit of everything. Which had been nice, but also exhausting, especially as she usually kept to herself and did not socialize unless she absolutely had to.

Now, she let herself fall onto the bed with the view of the Empire State Building in total exhaustion. Subwoofer cuddled himself into a ball next to her, equally exhausted, and fell asleep within thirty seconds, which she heard from the soft snores.

In her mind, she relived the afternoon, memorizing what cues Jaz had given her. There had been many signs and signals, some stalling looks, a brush with her hand, and laughs that went straight into her chest.

Jaz had also given her a message from her boss, the alpha blondie, reinforcing his offer–one she would definitely not accept. Not because of her other employment, but because it never boded well for dating at work, especially not in their line of work.

Jaz had agreed with a consuming grin just before they parted for today. Tomorrow they’d meet in a bar downtown, at eight.

The thought alone let something in her core stir.

Closing her eyes, she let her hand wander over her body, imagining melting into Jaz’s touch, caressing her with not only her hands but her body. Feeling her–

“That fucking phone!” she shouted as the vibration of an incoming call interrupted the movie in her mind. Glaring at the display, she saw it was Sadie. And Sadie was work. And she was always on call. Always.

“I hope this is something very important,” she growled into the phone on speaker and threw it next to her head on the bed.

“Actually, it is.” Sadie’s tone was serious. So serious, she sat up and took the phone into her hand.

“I’m listening.”

“I’m going to send you a directive. You won’t like it,” said Sadie with a tone that was not only pissed but full of frustration and disagreement, “at all.”

A feeling of bad foreboding grew in her stomach with a slightly sinking feeling. If Sadie already knew she wouldn’t like it, announcing it with such a tone told her everything she had to know.

There had been a couple of directives that had been displeasing, even a little meh, but this tone was a first. She had the tablet up in seconds and identified herself in the system.

There it was, the new directive.

She knew what it was from the subject alone.

“I won’t,” she said robotically.

“I told them as much, but you know who we’re talking about,” said Sadie with a sigh.

She read further. “Are they like mental?” she cursed out loudly as she reached the second section with the mission goal. Sadie didn’t even answer anymore.

And then she reached the bottom. Anger spat in her like a volcano.

“Did they watch? The entire time?” she asked so silently through gritted teeth while trying to keep the anger out of her voice. None of it was Sadie’s fault, but damn, she was less than an inch away from exploding.

“Yes, apparently. From the moment you checked the stuff out of the storage. Not only watched, but also listened. I have the transcript in front of me, highlighting every important detail she gave you. It’s not much, almost like she didn’t trust you enough to tell more.”

Breathe. And relax. Count to five. Then act, she told herself in her mind.

“They’re still listening?” she asked after she counted to five.

“Yes,” said Sadie with a knowing scuff.

“Good, listen to me very closely, guys,” she said with the darkest and disgusted tone possible, holding the wrist with the watch she was never allowed to remove in front of her face, “I will not take part in a spy operation based on listening in on my private conversations without my knowledge. I remind you that we have a deal, and said deal is based on trust. About the directive, have someone else do it. You have enough assets to infiltrate them, I will not, and I will log out for today,” she ended her rant with a finality that filled the room on both ends with silence.

The anger in her chest had transformed into rage. How dare they!

Breathe. Fucking breathe, she told herself as her tightened chest had frozen the last breath in her lungs.

“She wants to speak with you,” said Sadie after many more breaths.

It had been a while since she had gotten a direct talk with her; she was, after all, like a ghost. She had absolutely no interest in doing it, but nonetheless, she crammed the earpiece from her bag and put it in her right ear. It was a special earpiece, military gear standard, just like the watch, and only ran on one channel for one purpose: direct communication with The Siegè, the HQ.

Her phone vibrated. Sadie must’ve cut it, very well knowing none of it was for her ears.

“Riley,” said the deep female voice of her boss. “I feel I must remind you of your contract and obligations. We gave you free rein in the past, because you are most certainly our most effective tracker and executer,–“

Straight to the point, as always.

“But let me be clear, you exist because we let you. Because you do what we say, not to forget the very comfortable compensation you get. It would be a shame to let you go.”

“Are you threatening me with termination?” she asked. “Because if so, I must be very clear, too. I am not to be threatened. I know stuff about Ramesès that you would not want to spread. It is never a good idea to corner a predatory species until it only has one way out.”

“I simply aimed to remind you of the nature of our partnership.”

Yeah, you talk, do diplomacy. But I know what you have done. We are going this path together, because we have mutual alliances, but don’t you dare threaten me, she thought in her head what she could not say.

“A partnership is rooted in trust, not secret bugging,” she answered coldly. “My word stands, I will not infiltrate the DeBarra Universe via Jaz. I will neither spy on her nor bring her in.”

“I advise you to sleep it over for a night and give me your definitive answer tomorrow by 8. p.m., because if you say no, you will have to be neutralized.” And before she could answer, her boss hung up.

She had her fist clenched so hard that her nails dug painful cuts into her skin, with white knuckles standing out. The rage in her boiled over, and she released the tension in her body by driving her fist into the wall next to her. Because the threat that had just happened was not only below the belt of their agreement but also violated her code.

With a throbbing hand, she now stood at the window front, staring down at the houses, people, and cars before her eyes wandered from the Empire State Building over the northern Manhattan skyline.

It was either using Jaz to get the directive done and infiltrate the DeBarra Organization or being neutralized, which meant being hunted down and essentially dying. Her mind tried to make an argument, but she knew the answer already.

The phone in her hand told her it was already three in the morning, and she hadn’t so much as closed an eye. More so, she had simply stared, from where she lay on the bed, at the Empire State Building–today lit in red, white, and blue light. She had opened a window to listen to the buzzing nighttime sound of Manhattan.

The day had been warm, and now, at night, the air cooled down the room. She had never been a fan of A/Cs. She loved nature as much as the city, and listening, smelling, and even feeling New York City on her skin was awesome.

Hours passed by without her moving once, while her mind raced until it dawned on her that the reaction of her employer with stubbornness could only mean one of two things: Deis DeBarra was either of highest importance, or a real threat.

Either way, there was only one path leading forward.

She had made the decision already. Actually, she had made the decision the moment she had seen the directive. She would never, ever use Jaz for her employer’s desires. Never.

Integrity and loyalty were both of the highest values she held, and she had thought the same of her employer, too. Now that she had learned the truth, it made her question everything.

Subwoofer next to her got up and stretched himself with a yawn, then sat down in front of her, staring and wagging his tail.

“You need to pee?” she asked him, very well knowing what he wanted. He had slept for a solid eight hours. He only wagged more and nudged her with his nose.

“Alright, alright,” she told him, got up, and slipped into her shoes. She then put on her military-green functional jacket, picked up the leash, and attached it to the gremlin, who immediately jumped off the bed, ready to go.

Outside, she took a deep breath and went for a walk around the block. She walked past parked cars and old brick buildings through the concrete jungle. It truly was amazing how alive Manhattan was at night, and while the air quality was just as bad as in L.A., she missed the palms, and somehow things were a bit more lenient in L.A..

Two women walked past her while the gremlin peed, and she caught some of their conversation.

“He gave me a hand-drawn coupon for a massage. Seriously, is he a child or what?” ranted one of the women with wavy blonde hair, totally annoyed. “What is wrong with men these days?”

Everything, babe, she told the woman in her mind.

“You should’ve ditched him months ago,” said the other one with a huge dark brown wolf-cut mane in an absent tone, telling her that this conversation wasn’t the first.

She decided then to extend her stroll and follow the women, because she was always in for some tea-spilling.

“I know, but whenever I tried to, he’s so nice and told me he’ll change it and I feel so bad for him cuz of–,“ said the woman. Oh dear.

A police car rushed past them with the siren on, so she couldn’t grasp the rest of the sentence, not that she needed to.

The woman stopped before crossing the street ahead, and while she stood there next to them, she couldn’t help herself. And just when she wanted to say something, the woman brushed a strand of hair from her face, revealing a watch on her wrist.

Anger of epic proportions took over the very second. So much, she clenched her fists while everything in her chest tightened. Because it was the same watch she had gotten from Ramesès–meaning, she was still being watched.

Why haven’t I seen this before?

Maybe it was the audacity they had, after all she had told them to still have her followed, but that moment, the path ahead was clear. If they wanted to play games, she would provide. A game they could only lose because they would not see it coming.

She let the women cross the street and went back to the hotel. It was time to plan.
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PLAYLIST: GLITTER & GOLD - BARNS COURTNEY


Her watch told her it was seven-thirty when the loud exhaust roared through the garage. The gremlin stayed in the hotel, probably more than happy to get a rest. He wasn’t an active dog at all. More like a procrastinating couch-potato, and it had been a lot of walking yesterday.

With the wind from speeding the bike downtown, she felt the freedom of being who and what she was with every inch of her body. It was so damn good to not have a 9-5 job glued to a desk all day with the same annoying people every day for a salary that didn’t suffice.

Her life was free. Mostly. A privilege she valued every day, knowing that so many people in the world weren’t able to just go or fly wherever they wanted, and mostly do whatever they imagined.

She had some limits, too, of course, she just learned of one she didn’t know existed, but in general, she was at liberty to follow her own lead. Becoming aware of the freedom she valued most in her life, she knew it was the right thing to do. Maybe it would cost her everything, maybe it wouldn’t. It was a bet she was willing to take for her integrity.

Twenty minutes later, she parked her bike, hung the helmet onto the handlebars, and took the elevator leading to the rooftop bar. There, she gave her backpack and jacket to the concierge service before she made her way into the bar, five minutes to eight.

She was never late, meaning always on time was at least five minutes in advance.

The bar was held in dark tones with golden lamps and accessories, subtly lit with violet and red light, which gave the room a comfy and quite intimate look. There were several tables filled with people, and one in the back was only occupied by a single person.

A grin snuck up on her when she saw Jaz sitting at said table–she loved it when people were equally on time. Walking towards her, she saw Jaz wear a black jumpsuit with a deep V-neck revealing her trained and muscular arms. Her gaze wandered from them down to three golden bangles framing her right forearm. She had chosen unusual bronze earrings framing her beautiful face.

The overall impression of her, the way she sat there, with an elegance she hadn’t seen in her before, not only made her look like a queen but also wiped every thought from her mind. And not only her mind, because in the depth of her core, especially while knowing that behind the looks was an intelligent mind and a fierce soul, a feeling spread through her she had not felt for a very long time. It wasn’t desire or arousal, no. It was more like a connection, so deep it drew her in and stripped her of her sanity.

Jaz smiled widely at her, and exactly that moment, she became fucking nervous. With all her planning and plotting regarding her employer, she had totally forgotten to figure out what to do.

Should I kiss her? Hug her? Fuck! She cursed in her mind.

Within the fraction of a second, she felt like an insecure teenager, totally out of place, like she always had been, and questioned every one of her decisions. First and foremost, what to wear.

She had decided to make an express buy earlier that day for suit pants, a lace shirt, and a causal blazer, something she felt confident and comfortable in, although she much preferred functional wear. But functional wear and a bar did not go well, so she had decided to go for her favorite masc look, which now felt like she wore a sack in comparison to Jaz.

Jaz had gotten up and now moved towards her while her heart raced so fast it probably would just stop within the next thirty seconds.

Fuck, what am I going to do?!

And while she felt like frozen to the spot, Jaz perfume consumed her in a cloud, bedazzling her senses, and everything in her felt like she had stepped into a colourful flower field in the middle of spring.

“Hi,” said Jaz, her head slightly tilted with a wide smile on her face.

Words apparently failed her. Without any control, she automatically bit her lip, trying to find the courage to answer back. What the hell is wrong with me? Get a fucking grip on yourself! she pep-talked herself and then gulped down the lump of insecurity in her throat.

“Hi,” she said back awkwardly, with a slightly cracking voice. What if Jaz expected her to kiss her again? Or what if not? What if it all went sideways? What if she…her mind freaked.

But at that moment, Jaz leaned in on her and gave her a soft kiss, almost without their lips touching. It was over before it began, and it was exactly what she needed to calm the storm in her. Just for a second, they were frozen in the brief moment of being with each other. Jaz’s warm breath trailed against her lips before she leaned back, grinned broadly and knowingly, and then sat back down. It had been the ice breaker she had needed.

With an equal grin, she sat down next to her. For just a second, she had thought about taking the opposite bar stool, but after the kiss, she wanted more. She wanted to feel her, smell her, be near her.

They ordered drinks.

She decided on one whiskey on the rocks to clear her nerves; afterwards, she would switch to something non-alcoholic as she had plans requiring her to be able to ride the bike. To her surprise, Jaz ordered a non-alcoholic cocktail.

“You don’t drink?” she asked her.

“Only if I have to, which is almost never. I like a clear head,” Jaz told her with a tone that almost sounded as if she expected to be lectured or convinced to drink.

“I love it. I usually don’t drink either, only if the job requires it or—“ and she added slightly nervously, without looking at Jaz but staring at the drinks menu, “for the nerves.”

The wide grin spreading on Jaz’s face made her stomach flutter. Fuck.

“So what kind of jobs do you usually do?” asked Jaz. “Same scope as Ibiza?”

“Yes,” she said, but did not elaborate further. She could not speak freely while being under surveillance. She checked the room for the surrounding people before speaking again. She was certain there were assets watching them, and then they were also listening through the watch. But she was prepared.

“You look really nice,” she said, and while turning slightly, she fumbled a piece of paper she had prepared from her pocket. Then she leaned in on Jaz to shield her left hand from view and trailed with her other hand over her thigh. Jaz looked down at the paper in her hand, understood immediately, and took it with no explanation required.

It was an extraordinarily good feeling to be with someone who not only knew their stuff but also got the unsaid cues.

The waiter came with their drinks and became the reason they parted. From the corner of her eye, she saw Jaz slipping the paper into the jumpsuit’s pocket almost unnoticeably.

After a few sips and some talk about the gremlin, Jaz announced she’d use the bathroom and would be back in a minute, which gave her some time for observation. She checked anyone’s wrists for the watch, unsuccessfully.

I wonder if they would have allowed the assets to remove it if it hadn’t made me suspicious? she asked herself.

Jaz came back. She tried to read her face, see any kind of reaction to what she had undoubtedly read on the piece of paper, but there wasn’t any. She was that good.

They talked about many things, superficial topics, and perfectly circumvented any question regarding employment, work, or anything else too personal, which was not easy, as their jobs were both their personalities.

“Do you like Swing?” Jaz asked her after their third round of non-alcoholic cocktails, while they leaned in closer and Jaz caressed her thigh with one hand, which felt way too good.

“Depends on the location and company, but in general, yes. I like those small old-style bars like in the 1920s,” she said with a tugged-up corner of her mouth.

“Good, then let’s go,” said Jaz and got up abruptly, but she was in for it. She loved spontaneity as much as she loved planning. Also, she was quite sure it was not only about the Swing from what she had observed.

“Where is it?” she asked while they walked to the exit elevators and stopped at the concierge services. The way Jaz walked made her want to grasp and feel her even more. It was so different from when they had met yesterday, almost like she had taken on another personality, extra for the occasion.

“It’s a hidden invite-only place not far from here,” Jaz told her. “We can walk.”

“You wanna walk, after you know, what happened in Ibiza and everything and all the walking yesterday?” she asked.

“I’m good,” said Jaz, smiling, “I had really good medicare and also an amazing first responder who kept me alive in the field,” she told her off with a little hint towards her and added with a chuckle, “also, as you can see, I decided for flats instead of high heels.”

“Understood,” she said with a grin and took the backpack from the concierge.

They rode the elevator downstairs and walked three blocks. There, they entered a coffeehouse, where Jaz hugged the man behind the counter and then guided her to the back, a couple of steps down, through a door that was entirely made of steel, and then into what revealed itself as a Jazz club straight out of the twenties.

She hadn’t seen anything like it. The parallel universe she just stepped into made her mouth drop open. Faint cigar smoke and the distinct scent of whiskey mixed with perfume consumed her. From a small stage framed by golden pillars, with its scale-like tapestry, a deep female voice, accompanied by a saxophone, reached her. Edison light bulbs and chandeliers did their part, accompanied by several gold-framed artworks on the wall. Even the people here looked as if they were in the 1920s or 30s. Women with their sequin and velvet dresses and gloves, drinking champagne or a martini from crystal glasses, while men in tailored suits, a loose tie here and there, sipped a Negroni.

“This is beyond,” she breathed out after she finally found her words again.

“Glad you like it,” said Jaz. “Let’s find a place.”

When they had settled down in a velvet, and what had to be cherry wood, couch, Jaz ordered them something she had never heard of. They did not speak for a while, even after their drinks had arrived. It was a fruity sort of cocktail, but apparently without alcohol.

“You can take off your watch now,” said Jaz finally, and a sinking feeling overcame her immediately.

“I can’t,” she said dryly with internally rolling eyes because Jaz did the one thing she told her not to do on that paper she gave her.

‘We’re under surveillance, the watch—my employer listens, their ppl watch us, only surface-level topics, need to talk somewhere safe.’

“Yes, you can,” Jaz told her then, “because there is no communication going in and out of here. This place is a sanctuary for brokering deals that are not to be overheard or bugged in any sort of way. Also, no one gets in who hasn’t been vetted before and is explicitly known. So, unless your watch has a communication technology that hasn’t been discovered yet, it will not transmit any communication.”

“Huh,” she said, not trusting the thing entirely, because there still was a chance the watch would record and transmit later.

“I knew already,” Jaz then said. “What you told me on the note.”

“But how? How do you know what I didn’t even know?”

“Because I am very good at knowing stuff I am not supposed to know,” she said a little smugly, but in a sweet way.

“That still doesn’t explain the how,” she told Jaz, not letting go of the topic. She had to know how Jaz did it in order to fix the major security vulnerability.

“RF spectrum analyser and a packet sniffer would be my tools of choice, but I already knew what it does because I have seen a watch like that before.”

Hang on.

“You have?”

“Yeah, on a job in Madagascar. I assume they worked for the same organization you do.”

“We rarely leave open trails,” she answered with a slight suspicion in her voice.

“It wasn’t much of an open trail but more like an encounter in the sheets,” said Jaz, and sucked in her lips a bit.

“Ohhhh,” she said and tilted her head slightly in order to signal her interest in further explanation. They. Huh.

“It was an act of espionage. And it is also something, I do not wish to repeat,” said Jaz carefully, eyeing her and apparently scanning for her reactions.

So, there they were. She sighed because spying on Jaz and, therefore, Deis DeBarra was exactly what her employer had told her to do. It was time to play with open cards.

“As you should,” she told Jaz silently. “They ordered me to do exactly that. Using you, spying on you to get inside information. An order I will not follow, that is why we are here, and I told you about the watch.”

Jaz leaned back and stared at her, almost as if she had known.

“What is it they want? Why are they so obsessed with my employer?” asked Jaz.

“I have no idea. The directives never provide much background. It’s an order and execute.”

“What happens if you don’t execute?” asked Jaz, now staring intensely at her.

“They’ll neutralize me,” was the dry answer.

“As in—“ began Jaz the question she did not finish.

“Yes.”

Silence fell over them as the saxophone played a beautiful solo. They stared into each other’s eyes for a moment as the voices and music around them vanished. The eyes, a deep amber reflecting in them, were now fixated on her so strongly and intensely that it almost stripped her of her sanity. It was as if she stared straight into her soul, opened her chest to an otherworldly connection.

“But you don’t even know me,” said Jaz finally, leaning towards her. “Why would you risk dying for someone you don’t know?”

It was a question she had not expected. But also one she did not need to think about. She brought her right hand up to Jaz’s face to cup her cheek softly with the palm and then wandered with her thumb over it, gently caressing it.

“I may not know you now,” she said silently and leaned further in to place her lips on Jaz’s in a soft embrace. Her fruity-flowery scent consumed her the very moment. Their lips met, and in a pause between two kisses, she whispered against Jaz’s lips, “But I’d very much like to in the future.”
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The moment the words had left her mouth, her body acted out of its own accord. Her hands wandered up Jaz’s thigh, who got up and sat down on her lap with a hand brushing from her cheek down to her neck. The feeling of her weight on her body with their skin touching left her with a sizzling sensation prickling through her. So much she had to close her eyes while she grasped Jaz and pulled her closer.

It did not matter that there was probably the entire bar watching. None of it mattered, except for the whirling desire fueled by a longing for the connection with the woman now cupping her face and kissing her like she had not experienced it ever before. Jaz rolled her hips over her, and she couldn’t help herself. Her hands wandered almost automatically around Jaz and grasped her ass.

Holy shit, what an ass, she moaned in her mind.

A consuming heat burned not only in her chest, but in her core. Fired by a desire to explore every last inch of the woman now digging her nails into the skin on the back of her neck. She opened her eyes again, only to stare into the magical amber, for only god knew how long, while burning the image with every single pixel into her mind.

At that moment, someone walked past them. Way too slow.

She only saw it from the corner of her eye, but it somehow drew in her attention. Her conscious mind had been distracted, but not her unconscious mind. The one that had been trained for years in pattern recognition, in survival, in seeing a fight coming, was always on.

So it was her body reacting first. Adrenaline spiked within a nanosecond. Without thinking, she acted.

She pushed Jaz from her with a swift movement while reaching for the gun in the back of her pants. It hasn’t been a single second too slow as the first bullet rushed past her, missing them both. And then two more gunshots were fired, this time, they were hers, straight into the chest of their attacker.

Fucking fuck, she cursed in her mind while breathing heavily from realizing what had just happened.

There was a moment of silence, and then chaos broke loose. The people around them panicked, and some of them even ran. She glanced around. While most people ran or ducked down, there was a man in the back who stared at her, totally calm. He wore a red velvet tuxedo, while having a mustache that all in all made him look like the lovechild of a show host and Houdini.

She lifted her arm with the watch to brush down her forearm and turn it slightly – it was a diversion tactic to take a photo of the guy. One perk the watch had. Even if it wasn’t connected for transmission. She’d deal with him later. Right now, he didn’t seem to be a threat. And as the location was sort of a sanctuary for dubious deals, there were probably more people here with a not-so-clean record.

Meanwhile, Jaz had gotten up and checked the attacker for a pulse. As their looks met and Jaz spoke, she couldn’t help but grin. It wasn’t often she met someone who’d keep a cool head in a situation like this, let alone spring to action immediately.

She then saw Jaz check the guy’s pockets, where she found a phone that she disappeared into her own, and also found a wallet with an ID, which she quickly photographed before slipping it back into his pockets. A fact that made her fall even more for her, because she was just as quick and inconspicuous as her.

Four security guards came rushing towards them.

What happened was quite interesting, and she made a mental note to return here for certain interactions. None of the guards asked any questions. Two of them took the body and removed it, and the other two cleaned up in less than five minutes.

“I excuse the interruption,” said a male voice behind her. Spinning round, she saw it was the guy from the corner talking to Jaz. “Am I right to assume you are well?”

“We are,” said Jaz coldly. “Tell me who he was and how he got in here.” Her tone was bossy and demanding. Oh, girl, I love it.

“We vetted him under the name of Ashton Bradley; it came back clean,” said the man, who apparently was the owner. “But apparently that was fake.”

“Apparently,” she hissed at the guy, whose eyes flashed at her.

“Miss Anderson,” he said to her in a, to her tastes, way too arrogant tone, “impressive reaction, must I say.”

How the fuck does he know my last name? But then she had probably been vetted without her knowing. Even if it was a fake identity she had taken on years ago, she did not like being searched for. Especially without her knowledge.

She had no interest in communicating with the man. Somehow her senses were on high alert, telling her to be very careful, because that man had not only dark secrets but also a dangerous aura around him. And her gut feeling was always right.

She stared and only acknowledged him with a blink of her eyes, something he apparently found quite all right, as a corner of his mouth twitched into a smirk.

Then he took a step nearer and handed her a card. “I would very much like to acquire your services one day, Miss Anderson.” And without waiting for an answer, he nodded at Jaz, said “see you soon, J,” and left for somewhere in the back.

I don’t work for men, asshole, she cursed after him in her mind.

Her gaze fell onto the white card, which had nothing but a set of numbers in binary code on it. A riddle she’d solve later.

“Who was that?” she asked Jaz.

“He calls himself The Concierge. He’s in for a good show, loves the drama, but is always on the lookout for talent for operations. He’s a networker. A puppeteer. Extremely well-connected for whatever your needs are. He’s not giving that to many,” Jaz said and nodded at the card. “I can see you don’t like him, but you should keep it. It’s unwise to throw a resource like that away.”

What Jaz told her confirmed her feelings. He was an observer, striking when it was most profitable. One with patience as much as a ruthlessness beyond the typical evil.

“I see,” she said, stuffing the card into her back pocket.

Jaz laughed. “You sound like my little sister whenever she had been told to do something but didn’t want to and just pretended to do it to shut my mother up.”

And as much as she wanted to ask more about Jaz’s family, right now she had other things on her mind. There would be more than enough time later.

Now she had to focus on what had just happened. Apparently, this was a reminder to her of how serious her employer was. It had been so fast. In a place like this. And without her even making a final decision, at least as far as her employer knew. She had, of course, made one, but they did not know. They could not know. Or had it all been their tactics?

Without answering Jaz, she shared her thoughts out loud.

“They warned me,” she said while gazing at the spot where the dead guy had been lying just minutes ago. “But so fast? How were they able to? And what will happen if I finally tell them no?” she continued her thought process.

“You think it was your employer?” asked Jaz.

“Who else? They told me as much. But I did not expect it to happen so soon, not even without a definite dismissal on my end.”

“So it was a warning, because you would eventually not do as they say.” The dryness in Jaz’s words made it sound much worse.

She nodded. “Or it’s their game.”

Silence fell over them for a while. Not an awkward one, but a necessary one. She had to think. It was as if her thoughts weren’t able to sort themselves out, and Jaz seemed either to have the same or just let her be out of respect.

She was unable to say how much time had passed, but when Jaz spoke again, her voice was slightly croaky, as if hours had passed. “Deis, my employer, he gave me the same order you got.”

Wait, what? Her eyes flashed at Jaz.

“Without the neutralization threat, of course. But he wants me to use you to get more information on your organization. He’s obsessed with it since Ibiza, and when I didn’t find a thing about Ramesès, he ordered me to look into you and––” Jaz’s words trailed off. It was clear what she wanted to say, but she couldn’t.

“How do you even know their name?” she asked automatically while her stomach felt like filled with rocks. “They usually keep their identity hidden.”

“Oh,” said Jaz with a grin, “Deis saw a symbol on one detonator you used, and he had me search for it.”

“Yeah, even so, you should not be able to find⁠—“

“As I said, I am very good at what I do. Somewhere in the depths of the deep web, I found a forum where the symbol was discussed; they knew nothing, only for the name to be Ramesès, and they all would be advised to be very, very careful.”

“Somewhere in the deep web. A forum,” she repeated in a suspicious tone, intending for Jaz to hear. It became clear to her that they were touching the topic of what exactly Jaz and her employer were up to.

Jaz stared at her through slits, sniffing the intention of her statement from a mile away.

“I am not to talk about it,” Jaz finally said.

“No one is here,” she answered.

Jaz sighed and closed her eyes. “It’s a forum where men advertise their wives and children.”

Fuck.

Goosebumps, not of the good kind, spread over her skin. She always got them whenever she heard of something so disgusting that it almost made her choke on it.

“You are monitoring them, am I right?” she asked.

“Yes. Many.”

“But what is it with Blondie? He’s part of the DeBarra Clan; they do more harm than good. How come he’s so interested in it?” she asked Jaz incredulously because it actually amazed her. The DeBarras were hungry wolves disguised as saints.

“I can’t tell you. Not until you take on his offer,” said Jaz silently.

There it was again, the elephant in the room. Blondie wanted her to work for him, probably to get all the information on her employer. He was an opportunistic asshole, and therefore, he used all he could get. Just like her employer. Having her infiltrate and spy on what she clearly told them is out of bounds.

Her stomach clenched to a point of revulsion, followed by an icy shudder running down her back. Because whatever they’d do, all of it was doomed. If they kept dating, their employers would use them for this sole reason. They would both have to spy on each other, and that alone was no foundation for what she had in mind for the future. A relationship could not grow on the soil of betrayal, even a known one. There was a reason why business and private life should not be mixed.

Now, there was only a single way out, and that was to end it. If they had a fallout, they could both tell their employers truthfully that the open door closed and things would go back to normal. It had to. She didn’t want to. But it had to.

“Listen, Jaz,” she started, taking all her courage to articulate the words she had to speak. She hated having talks like this, but it was necessary. So, she focused her mind, stuffed all the feelings she had away, and opened her mouth to continue.

But Jaz interrupted her by grasping her cheek and kissing her. Those soft lips, her scent, and aura, all of it consumed her. It was impossible not to feel anything as a thunderstorm of emotions broke from its vault in her chest.

Fuck, she cursed in her mind as she grasped Jaz’s face and pulled her even closer with an inability to resist her.

“I know,” whispered Jaz with soft breaths against her lips, and slipped from her fingers like silk running through them.

She stared after Jaz, who walked towards the exit. Damn. Softly, she brushed with two of her fingers over her lips, still tasting the woman she desired. The cloud of flowery, fruity perfume fell off her, and it was only then, she was able to move again.

Think again. Only to be overwhelmed by all she thought and felt. There was no stuffing it back anymore as the rocks in her stomach grew to an entire mountain.

While she grasped her backpack and also exited the empty bar, the whirlwind in her transformed. It transformed into a mix of hatred and the feeling of injustice caused by the audacity of their employers, as her mind finally truly understood what had happened a couple of minutes ago.

She had sworn herself to never be used by anyone. This was her life, and she would not have anyone rule it. Only her employer now ruled her life, issuing an ultimatum. It was that moment when the anger pulsated through her veins once more, knowing she was fenced in. She was a wild horse fenced in, but wild horses do not obey. They break free. And with that came the power. The clarity. And focus.

The way forward was clear. The trust in her employer was gone, because after all their talk about acting for the people, they now showed their true faces. Showed that, after all they did, they were just another shitty organization focusing only on their own gain. And she was so fucking done with it.

“Trust takes years to build,” she whispered, “and is destroyed in seconds.” With it, she stepped into the Manhattan night air with its wildlife of sounds, inviting her to get lost in it.
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For just a moment, she closed her eyes to focus on what she could sense around her. It was a practice she did very often, cutting herself from one or more of her senses. Especially in her line of work, being aware of all of them was essential, yet it was more than necessary to learn how to work without them.

Right now, she focused on sound.

Honking cars, talking people rushing past, the sound of heels meeting the concrete. A/C fans, sirens, the occasional pigeon cooing.

Personally, she found pigeons came from the hell she did not believe in, but they always gave her an ick in comparison to other birds. Cars drove past, some gurgling, some simply issuing the sound of tires on concrete, accompanied by a whirring sound. Far away, a cyclist aggressively used his bicycle bell.

And then there was the smell. Perfumes of people walking past her, the smog-like scent of exhaust mixing with the distinct smell of garbage. And although it was probably no good at all, she liked it. It was typically Manhattan.

She took a deep breath in an attempt to calm herself after what had just happened. Only her body did not relax. Her body was on high alert, as if it could sniff out a threat in the air.

A prickling sensation spread from her forearms up to her shoulder and invaded her chest. With it, a silence fell around her, driving out the sounds of the city while everything in her focused razor-sharp. She knew that feeling already. She also knew what would happen when she opened her eyes.

Not a nanosecond too slow, she ducked down as a bullet rushed over her head. She could feel it brush past her hair. Fucking fuck!

She let herself fall back into the entrance to the bar and had her gun drawn within the exact moment. The shot had come from somewhere above.

There was no way out the front now, but she was certain an establishment like this would have some sort of back exit.

So, she went back inside. The guy at the counter had his eyebrows drawn up.

“Sorry to interrupt,” she said unapologetically, “any chance there’s a back exit?”

“There is. Boss told me someone might be coming for you. Follow me.”

She followed the guy who walked her into the back room towards the door where the security had taken the corpse previously.

“So, your boss, who is he?”

“He’s–“ began the guy hesitantly, “a nobody. A jack of all trades in the dark, one could say.”

“Does he have a name?” she asked.

“None that I know, but some call him an illusionist,” said the guy who now walked her into a storage room with a steel door leading to god knew where.

“Follow the tunnel,” he said while opening the door. “Don’t mind the rats.”

“Thanks,” she said and entered carefully, but there were no rats. Probably just a joke. Darkness fell on her, and she took her phone out to shed some light on the scene. Deciding she would be dead either way, she took a leap of faith in walking down a tunnel into nowhere.

It wasn’t that she was frightened by it, no. She was good in self-defense, had a gun and training, but something about it just didn’t seem right.

It is too easy, said the inner voice.

Maybe it was. But walking out the front door was worse.

So she pursued the walk to whatever awaited her. The tunnel was high and wide enough for her to walk comfortably. She knew Manhattan had many secret tunnels, but this wasn’t one of them. This was not deep enough to be one of the old subway tunnels, and it looked newer. It was actually in quite good maintenance from what she could see in the phone’s torchlight, although the smell told her otherwise. It wasn’t moldy or wet in any sort of way, but the scent in the tunnel gave her a distinct feeling of death. It was like angst clenched to its walls, and someone had tried to override it with perfume, as teenagers did with the forbidden cigarette.

She let her hands glide over the tunnel’s walls next to her while walking. With the light of her phone, she saw scratch marks on it here and there, almost like some beast with claws had tried to escape. Which was stupid, because there were no beasts, but it made her wonder how those marks had come to be here.

It was time to get out of here.

She walked further, not knowing how much longer it would take.

At one point, she was sure there was dried blood on the floor and walls, and by kneeling and smelling it, the iron cent confirmed all she had to know.

Whatever happened in this tunnel had been bloody and deadly. A slight discomfort spread in her chest. Normally, she did not know any fear, but this here got to her. Her heart suddenly beat faster in its anticipation of what would happen next.

Maybe it was her experienced body knowing and assessing a situation based on years of training. After all, she had been in her line of business since that dreadful November day before her sixteenth birthday, when she had found the person who tormented a girl in their class, who had killed herself to avenge the oppression and death. It still haunted her nights sometimes, how the asshole of a boy had systematically used his rich kid resources to diminish and degrade the girl. So she used his own medicine against him.

That day and what happened after changed her forever, and she has become better ever since. Injustice was the one main driver, her motivation to do what she did. Back in the days, they said ‘an eye for an eye’; she liked to phrase it, ‘pain in, pain out’, which had become some kind of her motto up to the point where she had it tattooed on her wrist.

Her subconscious had been trained through every case and directive she had received over the years. She knew in her body before something went south, she could literally feel it creeping up on her like a tickling sensation from her core up to her stomach and then spreading with a sinking feeling through her chest while the skin on her arms pricked with goosebumps–just like right now.

A grumbling sound echoed through the tunnel.

Fuck, she thought. This could very well be a trap she had walked in. Or, it was simply a fucking door opening, and you are freaking out, told her a voice in her.

“Nah,” she whispered. This was more.

Maybe a construction above or something? Tried the voice again, but she was more than sure it was something far more dangerous. She did not know for sure, but her body told her to be very, very careful, and she always believed her body if it said something was up or wrong.

Carefully, she made her way forward without making any kind of sound. She knew how to walk so as to become almost inaudible. Except her heart hadn’t gotten the memo. It pounded so loudly that by now it might be audible through the entire tunnel. Normally, she wasn’t driven by fear. But normally, she always had a plan and had an assortment of guns and other weapons with her. This here was different. And she only had very few with her.

Without further thinking, she drew her gun.

Okay, assessment.

She had only two exits, if she was lucky. There may well be no exit. Or it would be blocked. Her senses were being distorted by the tunnel; the echoes messed with her hearing, and she could not rely on it. She had a gun, but the light on her phone only gave her roughly two meters of preparation. There was no shield, no nothing. The owner of the club wanted her to work for him, and he was an asshole.

Is this some sort of test? Or is it Ramesès? They might know the establishment and have contacts. They always know, she discussed in her mind.

A deep, rich male chuckle resounded through the tunnel from where she thought the exit to be.

Fuck.

“Well, well, well,” said the voice. “If that isn’t the famous, infamous Riley Anderson.”

“I am armed and I am going to shoot without a blink,” she told the man whom she still could not make out in the darkness.

“So presumptions, dear,” said the voice.

Footsteps. Behind her.

She spun round.

But nothing was there.

“You will see,” the voice said behind her again, so she spun back into the other direction. “One way or another, this here is a fight you cannot win––”

Fuck, she cursed in her mind as her heart raced again. This is a fucking trap. A game to play with, with her senses, to mess with her ability to defend herself.

“—unlike the previous ones.”

Previous ones. So he knows me? Has he been following me? Does he have a directive?

The voice now resounded again behind her, which messed with her even more. She could not keep spinning round. She had to focus, so she did what could be the stupidest idea ever, and definitely was the most irrational one for anyone expecting a fight, but anyway, she closed her eyes.

She has had training with Ramesès to learn to fight without her auditory and visual senses for many years now, and finally, it would be of some use. Most of her previous directives had mostly been banging on the door and showing up with firepower; this here was different. If the man and whoever else might be here wanted to kill her, it would already have happened.

This here was psychological, and she would not play the game.

So, she kept her eyes closed and focused on the senses of feeling, hearing, and thinking straight.

There was no possibility in the world that the man could have been in two places at once. He could not switch within the matter of seconds without getting past her. Even if he used the tunnel for his advance, she still would have distinguished the sounds in a different direction.

‘Some call him an illusionist,’ she remembered what the guy had told her when letting her into the tunnels.

The realization made her chuckle. It was brilliant. Like a modern-day torture chamber for her psyche.

“Lost for words, Mrs. Anderson?” asked the man.

Without satisfying him with an answer, she opened her eyes again and illuminated the ceiling; there it was, almost invisible to the untrained eye.

Speakers. Meaning, the camera wouldn’t be far. Let’s get ready to rumble, then.

He should get a show if he wanted one. One that would not tell him everything, but impress him enough to let it go. How she fucking hated the games of men that had nothing better to do with their lives. She wasn’t a fucking tool for fun, no. She was a nightmare for men like him.

Watch me, she said silently in her mind, before her hand wandered to her backpack. She always had a stack of the basics needed for an escape with her, just in case.

With a single swift movement, she pulled a smoke detonator from it, and it exploded exactly where she stood, as it was supposed to. The smoke was heavy, and due to the tunnel, it would fill the entire thing very quickly.

She closed her eyes, pulled her shirt up so as not to inhale too much smoke, and then walked through the tunnel with her hand following the wall for direction.

Suddenly, shots were fired.

And while her first instinct was to duck, she gambled on it being a likewise illusion and headed further. It must come to an end somewhere.

The smoke thinned the further she got.

Damn. I gotta get out of here.

The one detonator was the only one she had for smoke. She had one explosive, which she would certainly use if the exit was locked, but right now she had to find the exit first.

“Sweet,” said the male voice. “You’ll love what’s next.”

There was a roar and a crushing sound, and then a female scream coming nearer.

She kneeled to touch the ground and feel for the movement of someone running on it. And there it was, slow bumps, until–

Fuck!

A woman ran towards her. From what she could see, she was naked, and blood ran from her arm and chest, fear and panic in her eyes.

And then a shot filled the tunnel with an ear-splitting sound. She could only grasp the woman by the foot to bring her to the ground as she felt the bullet fly not even an inch from her head.

That bullet was one too many.

“Who is there?” she asked the woman, now crying and in obvious pain on the floor.

“N-no-one—“ the woman with beautiful copper but totally messed up hair stammered. “I-It’s like ghosts.” She tried to get away, but getting away, running, wasn’t always the best in situations like this.

“You’re hurt,” she said while checking out the woman who somehow looked a little familiar, but she couldn’t be sure. Her wounds definitely came from a knife. “Who the hell did this to you?”

“I-I don’t know,” sobbed the woman, still trying to get away. “I was out with a friend…and when I woke up, I-I-they–“ but her voice broke into uncontrolled crying. Whatever had happened, it was bad.

“Listen, I am getting you out of here, but you gotta get yourself together and do as I say, do you understand?”

The woman nodded and swallowed down her sobs.

“So optimistic, Mrs. Anderson,” the voice said through the speakers, drawing her attention back to the surroundings.

In that very moment of distraction, where her eyes and upper body went back from the woman to where she suspected an exit, hands gripped her.

The woman grasped her and held her in a chokehold.

Illusionist. Of course, she groaned in her mind.

But she was trained in fighting, and while the woman did everything to keep her back down, she was a lot stronger, heavier, and most of all, she had a gun.

“You shouldn’t have done that,” she gasped through gritted teeth.

“Oh, and why is that?” asked the woman in a totally different tone. Gone was all the poor little victim play, and it had been replaced by a cold, stony one.

“Because I have a gun,” she said quietly while the woman’s arm strangled her throat and shot her in the foot.

A cry of pain issued through the tunnel; the chokehold around her throat loosened. Her time to shine. She threw the woman around and now took her into chokehold, whispering into her ear.

“Who assigned you?”

The woman groaned and moaned from the pain in her foot. As she should.

“I’m not asking again, who assigned you?” she asked again in a whisper, now darker while closing in the chokehold. It still amazed her why someone would go into the tunnel, freely, naked, unarmed, when the target was knowingly armed.

“Majorie,” breathed the woman, now clapping and gripping her arm as air became scarce.

Majorie. It made no sense to her whatsoever. A person like the woman now digging her nails into her skin in a desperate attempt to survive would never know Marjorie’s name. No one so stupid as to go into an assignment would go into a mission so vulnerable.

“And what exactly was the assignment?” she whispered, loosening her arm for only a little bit so the woman could speak.

She knew it had been a mistake the moment the woman began to laugh. She could only react ever so fast, but she knew shit was about to hit the fan. The whispered words of “distract you” got lost in the ear-splitting sound of shots being fired through the tunnel, echoing through it for a long time while the distinct scent of gunpowder filled the air.

She would not fight her way out of it. She could only think her way out of it.

There had been holes for guns; it was likely this was to keep her here to–to–what? Distract me. Not kill me. Distract me. They’re going after Jaz to get me to agree to their assignment. You fucking bastards.

It was an easy decision. A decision to play a game she learned from the crib to survive the hellhole she had been born into.

“Okay, message received, tell Majorie, I’ll do it,” she shouted into the void and chaos of gunfire around her, wondering if he’d even hear it while letting go of the woman, not without pushing her hard into the opposite wall, which resulted in a satisfying thud.

The gunfire stopped, and only its echoes resounded for a little longer through the tunnel. Her ears drummed from the loudness afterward. Not that she cared, but somehow her brain needed some quiet.

“Wise choice, Mrs. Anderson,” said the male voice with an almost inaudible sneer.

I’ll remind you of my choice before I blast your head off, she thought, because that was exactly what would happen very, very soon. Blackmail wasn’t something she responded well to; they should have known it, but apparently, they massively underestimated her. Anyway, they’d learn soon.

For now, she’d play their game and strike when none of them expected to.

She walked to the end of the tunnel, where she found a door, without any further disturbances, while her insides cooked in rage fueled by the deepest desire to crush, to destroy, to kill. And while others let themselves be consumed by the anger, it calmed her down. Not only did it feed the fire, purifying her soul, but it also cleared her mind of distractions, allowing her to think clearly like never before.

She opened the door only to find herself blinded by bright artificial light as the sound of New York City consumed her like she had stepped out on Times Square on the 4th of July.

For a second, she stood there in the doorway until her eyes had gotten used to the light issued from several street lights and a huge spotlight. Without concealing, she made out at least two teams, waiting for her. Also, it was very clear that wherever the woman had come from wasn’t here. There had to be a secret door leading elsewhere, probably to where the illusionist without a name was.

“Until we meet again,” she said into the blue and left, not without making a mental note of where the exit was. Now it was time to collect. Not only data, but assets.
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It took her less than five minutes to reach the garage with her bike back at the bar. The plan had already formed in her mind into not only a step-by-step plan but a vivid screenplay of all the ways she’d get her revenge.

The happenings of the past hour had been quite revealing regarding the depth of the connections her employer had, and she was now fairly sure she hadn’t seen all of it. For everything going on forward, she had to be very, very careful. And not only careful, but it had to be the best game she would ever play.

But first, she had to get back to the hotel and take the gremlin for a walk.

Half an hour later, she walked out of the hotel into the night with the scruffy one, who sniffed like crazy exactly on the spot where Jaz had leaned causally against the wall. He then gave her a look as if he knew all of what was going on, telling her what a dumbass bimbo she was, and stalked off to the next interesting spot.

“Don’t even try,” she said. “You have no idea and–“ Subwoofer growled at her. As if he had understood every fucking word. Sometimes it scared her. Because somehow that dog was more intelligent than the average mediocre white man.

Giving up the senseless discussion with her dog, she walked around the block and then back into the hotel. When she was back, she sat down on the bed and stared for a moment at the Empire State Building, took some deep breaths, and focused on herself before she unlocked her phone and called Jaz.

“Hi,” answered Jaz.

“Are you alright?” she asked her without the pleasantry of a greeting.

“I am, why shouldn’t I?”

Huh, so they just followed her, and just in case of my non-compliance, they would’ve taken her?

“Can you meet? Tomorrow, 1 p.m., Pier 6?”

“You sound stressed, everything alright?” asked Jaz, slightly irritated.

“Tell you tomorrow,” she said, and hung up with a stitching feeling in her stomach area caused by the coldness she had to use to make it sound official.

Jaz knows, she told herself to calm the sensation in her stomach that went against every bit of what she stood for. She’s intelligent and cunning and experienced. She knows.

To take her mind off it, she rummaged for her second phone–a secret burner in her backpack. She did not dare to use it for a call because of her surveilling watch, but a message. Therefore, she left the watch on the nightstand to charge, took the burner with her into the bathroom, and let the water run in the shower.

Need the Distillery tomorrow, she typed in and sent it to the only number she communicated over with the burner, and then undressed to get in the shower.
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It was a quarter to 1 p.m. when she brought the motorbike to a halt on Bridge Park Drive leading to Pier 6. There were a couple of trees protecting her from the relentlessly shining sun, which was perfect, because the heat here in New York was somehow different from L.A.’s, not in a good way.

She unmounted, removed the helmet, and leaned casually against the bike until 1 p.m. While she looked at the beautiful downtown Manhattan skyline, she breathed in the slightly fishy air that trailed up her nose from the pier. It was a beautiful spot to watch the skyline and get lost in the view.

A roaring sound ripped her from the moment of peace and let a corner of her mouth twitch into a grin. Because a couple of seconds later, a matte black BMW cafe racer came to a halt in front of her. On it, the woman of her desires in black leather and an open retro helmet, a mischievous grin on her face.

Damn. I might just drool. Because whatever her plan had been, she couldn’t remember, as the view had completely ripped her off any sane thought. Those eyes. The smile. And dang, that bike!

“Hi,” said Jaz, quite cheerful and very well aware of the effect she had on her.

Words failed her spectacularly as she opened her mouth and tried to form words that did not come out in any understandable form. Damn, get yourself together!

“Hi,” she finally said stupidly back, followed by an awkward pause.

“You wanted to meet,” said Jaz finally with a chuckle. “So––”

Yes, meet. Gods, why does she have that effect on me? I am Riley Anderson; I track people, invade their lives, and kill or deliver them, and an intelligent, hot woman renders me speechless?

Apparently, the answer was yes.

“I–um–I–yes,” was the only thing coming out of her mouth with a stutter. “You’re–you.”

“I believe I am,” said Jaz with a laugh. “Did you expect anyone else?”

Fuck, can I be any more stupid?

“I um–no, it’s just, you––”

“Look so hot?” asked Jaz and took the lead on the encounter.

“Yeah,” she said, way too shy for her usually very confident self, and would’ve loved nothing more than to get herself a black hole to dissolve into. “And the fact I didn’t know you were a biker, too,” she added as the first proper sentence between them. Bike. Talk bikes to get a distraction.

“Well,” said Jaz, removed her helmet and hung it on the left handlebar. “One of the many things you don’t know about me,” she added with a cute grin that teased her while she sat casually on her bike. The way she did it was so sensual and yet strong; it made images rush through her mind, playing a vivid movie of how she grasped Jaz’s face and kissed her in a way that made the world around them disappear. None of which could happen. Because there was a plan in motion. A plan she had completely forgotten.

Channel your work self, she pep-talked herself. Channel the fucking confidence!

So she breathed out, let a smug grin appear on her face, and said, “I might not know right now.”

Jaz chuckled but became serious within the moment. “So what happened to we can’t do this?”

Yeah, what happened to not dating her due to all the fucked up shit? asked the voice like a repeating parrot.

“I think we have to reconsider,” she said cryptically as the watch was listening. “Because I wanna take on Blondie’s offer.”

Jaz frowned. “How come the change of mind?”

“Let’s say I need a change of air,” she said while staring intensely at Jaz, trying to put in as many of the things she could not speak out loud.

Jaz tilted her head slightly. The way she did it told her she understood. “If you mean it, I’d have to bring you in. Meaning that little watch of yours needs to be gone, as well as everything else that might be there.”

Good, exactly what I hoped for.

“Yes, I understand. Tell him I’m in.”

Jaz tilted her head even further. Her lips were slightly pursed, and her eyes slim as if she tried to read her thoughts. “Okay, I’m calling you in.”

“Now?” she asked, staggered, fake-staggered of course. Because it was exactly what she had planned for.

“Yes, now,” and with it, Jaz got out her phone. “D, green light on Riley. Bringing her in, requesting clearance for doing so.”

The clearance was apparently granted as Jaz nodded and stuffed her phone back into those very tight leather pants of hers at exactly the place where she would love nothing more than to place her hand and grip her.

“Strip yourself of everything remotely surveilling, tracking, listening, watching,” she said quite bossily, and damn, it was so fucking hot. Tell me to strip everything else too, voiced her dirty mind immediately.

Nonetheless, she complied. First thing, she got rid of the watch and handed it to Jaz with a grin.

“Phone,” she said while getting it from her pocket. “Untraceable, in airplane mode and now turned off,” she added, holding it up for Jaz to see.

“Laptop, untraceable and turned off,” she continued with a self-sufficient grin while rummaging further in her backpack.

“Tracking tag,” she said, and handed it to Jaz, “feel free to destroy it.

“That’s all?” asked Jaz, taking the tag.

“Not exactly. The bike has a tracker, too.”

Jaz eyed it briefly, said nothing, and got a device from her backpack that looked like a puck, sliding it several times over the watch and tag before getting off her bike and throwing both things into the nearby bin.

The moment the watch was gone, a wave of freedom ran through her. And while she knew she wasn’t free at all, it felt wonderfully liberating not to be tracked all the time.

“So, what now?” she asked Jaz, who returned and used the device on the front of her bike, too.

“Now,” said Jaz, let go of what she was doing, stuffed everything in her backpack, and then turned to lean in on her. “I am going to kiss you.”

With both hands, Jaz cupped her face and pulled her into a sweet but determined kiss. A touch she could let herself get lost in for the rest of her life. Just when she wanted to grasp Jaz and pull her even closer, Jaz brought the kiss to an end.

“Tell me what they have on you to change your mind,” she whispered against her lips.

She closed her eyes for a second because the fluttery feeling from their kiss still occupied her body.

“Isn’t it obvious?” she asked, opening her eyes again.

“No,” said Jaz, her eyes telling that she already knew, but she wanted to hear it.

“You,” she more breathed out than said. “They threatened to kill you.”

“Good,” said Jaz cheerfully. “Because there is one rule if you want me to bring you in.”

“And that is?”

Jaz cupped her right cheek with one hand and stared deep into her eyes while she said very clearly and slowly, “You will always be honest with me.”

Honesty was a lot to ask for in her line of work, and Jaz knew that.

“Ride with me,” she told her, grasped her hand, and wanted to pull her with her.

“Not without your word,” Jaz told her.

“You will get it there, you will see, follow me,” she said, put her backpack back on, mounted her bike, and slid the helmet onto her head.

It was time to set her plan in motion now that she was free.

Jaz mounted her bike without another question, and she loved everything about it, because it meant she trusted her.

Her bike roared loudly when she turned it on and then grumbled readily for work. With a quick look to the side, she saw the appreciative grin on Jaz’s face. Only a bike girl would understand, and Jaz was one.

The Distillery was roughly fifteen miles from here. It was a distraction she had implemented to distract her employer, because although they could not listen, they would surely have a human tail, a drone, or whatever on her. Because her employer was not only fucking powerful but also very resourceful.

But right now, she could only do one thing: enjoy the moment. The moment of riding the bike with Jaz, who was just as crazy as her. When they entered the highway, Jaz overtook her on her right and then squeezed herself between two trucks, and just for a moment, she let go of the handlebars and brushed both trailers. You had to be a certain amount of reckless to do a thing like that, and damn, was she in for it.

Jaz let herself fall back again and joined her, then they both overtook the traffic on the left. The wind blowing against her shield and body freed her entire body of every tension–it was the second-best thing in the world. Second best thing, because kissing Jaz had become the first.

She signaled Jaz they’d take the next exit, and Jaz led her bike trail into it. Effortlessly.

Her mind wandered off into what could be, drawing an image of a night ride in the city. And just like that, she knew where she’d take her on their first official date. If she wanted to, of course.

But now it was time to focus. Because there was a car following them for quite some time and now also exited the highway with them, three cars behind.

On the next stop, she opened her vision and leaned in to Jaz next to her.

“We’re being followed,” she told her, “three behind.”

“I know,” said Jaz. “You’re working with a pro now,” she added with a laugh.

Yeah, I am. And I love all about it.

“Are you in for a little cat and mouse game?” she asked Jaz.

“Always,” was the grinning answer.

“Let’s get lost then,” she said as the lights turned green. It wasn’t far to the destination now, but she wanted her employer not to see them enter the exact building. She wanted them to pull resources and get lost just as a first punishment for the crap they pulled with her.

Jaz let herself fall a little behind, enough to be able to follow, yet close enough to always keep up with her. It was several turns later that they had lost the tail for maybe a window of thirty seconds, so, reaching her goal, she braked sharply, not without signaling Jaz the hard brake in advance. She turned left into a very tight slot between two houses. There, she let the bike roll further very slowly until they reached a plate in the ground, and they both stood fully on it. Only then did she press the red button on her right while holding her phone to it. The plate rumbled and then moved them down.

Twenty seconds later, they reached the bottom, and above them a second plate whirred into place to close the hole in the ground, now entirely guarding them not only from prying eyes but from surveillance of all kinds.

Jaz’s eyes had become wide, and even her mouth stood slightly open with those beautiful lips parted in total awe. Because the truth was, the Distillery was a place you only saw in movies. Usually.

“What the hell is this place?” asked Jaz, still taking in the magnitude of The Distillery while glancing around on her growling motorcycle.

“First and foremost, it is an old distillery, that’s where it got its name,” she told her while dismounting from her bike and hanging the helmet onto the handlebars. With a quick brush through her hair, she tamed the mess into obedience, unsuccessfully. Helmets were always bad for anyone who had hair.

Huge copper kettles with uncountable pipes decorated the underground hall left and right, while their sparkling copper surface, illuminated by spotlights, dipped the hall’s usually white walls into a yellow-orange.

“But it has been prepared for a different use,” she continued while she walked through the kettle rows with Jaz, who had turned off her bike and unmounted, too.

“I can see that,” said Jaz as they walked past the ceiling-high shelves filled with any armory one might need or not need. There were guns, ranging from handguns to automatic ones, rifles, shotguns, grenades of all sorts and kinds, EMP mines, several explosives, knives, military grade tactical gear, drones, everything tech needed for cyber warfare, and lock breakers. And this was only the first room.

With a grin she couldn’t fight, she opened the door to the second hall, where they had cars, bikes, and whatever else was needed for mobility.

Jaz just froze when she saw the hall. “Holy fucking fuckshit,” she gasped out. “Is this your employer’s arsenal?”

“No,” she said with a chuckle. “You wanted my word. I give you a promise. A promise to ride with you wherever life will take us. To always be honest with you, to love and respect you, whatever happens,” she said while turning towards Jaz, who didn’t say anything but instead stared into her eyes, as if she was x-raying her mind.

“This here is my part of my promise to you,” she continued, taking two steps towards Jaz. “Because this has nothing to do with my employer. This is a secret known only to two people, now three. My employer isn’t one of them. They do not know and never will, because I am going after them. They threatened me with killing you, and I will never, ever, let that happen.”

Jaz was so close now. I need to feel you. She brushed over Jaz’s temple and cupped her cheek with one hand while from her core a prickling sensation spread through her entire body. Her heart was hammering hard against her chest.

Normally, she wasn’t one for big words, nor big gestures. But this one here, she had to. It was a no-brainer. She wasn’t even nervous. Well, maybe a bit. Because it was kind of a big leap of faith using the words she had used. And it might very well explode all in her face like a bazooka. But then, it did not matter. Her motto had always been ride or die. Always.

In the light of the hall, almost every pore of Jaz’s almost flawless skin was visible and glittering in the light like diamonds. But not only her skin. What mesmerized her most were the eyes. Eyes so dark from afar, but now that they shimmered in the light, they had the circle of amber in them that made her feel like she gazed into the depths of her soul.

Their lips touched. It wasn’t a kiss, but more like a connected breath they both took as their lips greeted themself in the softest possible way when Jaz closed her eyes.

“I’m in,” breathed Jaz against her lips, and the sensation in her following Jaz’s words was indescribable.

Jaz could have been flattered and told her all the reasons not to do it. She could have told her to let it go, that she was a big grown ass woman and could take care of herself, but she didn’t. Instead, she simply decided to roll with it. To go against a shadow organization she did not even know existed, and that alone was not only badass but also undeniably hot.

She now grasped Jaz’s face, heated by the fire of respectful desire now burning in her.

“How can you be so sure?” she asked, while pulling her even closer and breathing her questions against her lips.

“Have you met you?” asked Jaz with an incredulous chuckle and opened her eyes only to stare at hers in awe. “You’re intelligent, hot, badass with a sprinkle of crazy, and there is this fluttery feeling you give me whenever our eyes meet, how can I not be?”

Damn. She wasn’t used to getting compliments. And while she generally liked herself, it was different hearing it from someone else. Someone she wanted very much to be with.

Jaz’s hands wandered from her hips up her body. A sensation that immediately produced a longing roar in her core, shouting for more. For feeling her skin, devouring her.

Why the fuck do we have to be here now? she cursed in her mind. But they had to be here. Because of the shit show that was about to go down.

So, she let their lips brush over each other and then leaned back and let go of her. Because here was not the right place for all she had in mind.

“Listen,” she began, but Jaz interrupted her.

“I don’t want it, the talk about why I shouldn’t risk anything because of you.”

Damn! How does she know?!

“Okay,” she said, almost smiling, because while a part of her wanted Jaz not to do it, the rest of her had already given up. First, because she wanted her. Undeniable. Madly. Irrevocably. And second, she would always respect her decision. Even the stupid ones.
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“Come,” she said to Jaz and pulled her by the hand. “I wanna show you something.”

They walked through the second hall, and on their way, she waved Eric hello, who went by the nickname of harbour master. Eric was not only the brain behind The Distillery setting the sails, but also the one holding the fortress.

“He never speaks a word,” she told Jaz. “No one knows why, but he’s a brilliant mind. A few more sparkles of crazy, but always here when you need anything.”

“But who runs this place if not your employer? Who has access to resources like this?” asked Jaz incredulously.

“I do.”

Jaz gasped out loud, searched for words, and then only a “But–“ came out before she fell silent again while apparently wrapping her mind around the information.

“How?” she ended the sentence Jaz had not finished, and now nodded. “I infiltrate organizations and lives. Those who do not see a judge for their crimes. And then I take everything. Either their life. Or their business. The first government that hired me did so out of high school. And this here, this is my pay.”

It sounded quite strange hearing it out loud in one sentence. She had never told anyone the full story, not even Sadie, and it was a huge risk telling Jaz, but it was her promise.

Jaz took the risk of bringing her in, so she’d take the risk of bringing her in, too. Simple as that. And the pit in her stomach telling her to never share anything could shut the fuck up.

“Your real name isn’t Riley Anderson, is it?” asked Jaz while she let her hand brush over the motorcycle they now passed.

“No, it is not, but it is the one I go by.” She had no intention of ever revealing her true nature to anyone. “Not unlike a hacker calling herself Jaz,” she added as Jaz snorted slightly.

“True,” Jaz answered and smirked in approval. “But why even have an employer then?”

“Because they open doors to places I don’t even know existed. Places that run so deep I cannot go there alone.”

“But why not use them then?” asked Jaz.

“Because I don’t allow anyone to threaten the people close to me. It is a break in trust,” she answered a bit harshly because her code was code and not to be broken or discussed.

“If it were me, I’d use them,” said Jaz softly while she stopped. “I’d tell them what they wanna hear and use them for the good I do.”

“Are you suggesting–?” she asked while staring into her dark eyes with the depth of the universe in them.

“Indeed, I am,” answered Jaz while intensifying her gaze.

Goosebumps spread over her entire body within a nanosecond as a shudder of epic proportions ran through her body. There they stood, in the old production hall, now transformed into an armory, between high-level cars, motorcycles, and modern tech of all kinds. And the woman she undeniably fell for offered her everything. Everything. Because their eyes were locked, and she could see her thoughts running behind those dark amber eyes.

“I bring you in as they requested, and you give them enough to leave you alone. And then we use them. To take down all the bastards and assholes,” said Jaz.

“You really want that? I don’t want you to get in trouble with Blondie⁠—”

“He can never know,” said Jaz intensely. “Never.”

“So we’re back to square one,” she said. “Where we can’t officially be—” Fuck. Fuck. Stupid. Why did I open my mouth? She cursed herself while loathing her own lack of control. Because in her mind, she wanted more. Jaz. All of her.

“Not officially,” said Jaz and moved so close to her that the prepossessing flowery scent of hers rolled like a cloud of desire over her. “But Deis isn’t anything like your employer.”

“Is he now?” she said, slightly sceptical, totally overlooking the fact that Jaz said ‘not officially’ instead of excluding it entirely.

“No. You’ll see,” said Jaz, who now grasped the zipper on her jacket and slid it slowly down. “But I don’t wanna talk about him right now.”

There it was again, the fluttery sensation filling her core, spreading with a controversial, heated shudder into the rest of her body.

Jaz pulled her close by the now-open jacket and grasped her body with force. Her hands wandered around her ass, and she then tilted her head, brought her mouth to her ear, and whispered, “I’d rather finish where we left off yesterday.”

The hair on her body stood up immediately, like electricity, as the tingling pleasure aches flooded her body. There was nothing else she could do.

So, she grasped Jaz possessively and lifted her. Jaz immediately brought her legs around her, and she could feel her desire overcoming equally.

“I need to feel you,” she whispered to Jaz, and as no disagreement came, she walked over to the door leading to the control center of her operation. Entering there was only deemed to her so that they would be alone in there.

It was a room entirely in black, lit only by purple and blue light from the computers and servers. None of it mattered right now. What mattered was the kiss Jaz now gave her. A kiss filled with lust, with need for more, with a depth connecting their bodies somewhere beyond physical.

She let Jaz down on the table directly in front of her, and with a quick movement, she anchored her hands in Jaz’s leather belt, pulling her even closer. Then, she let her hands wander automatically over her body, her fingers exploring her through the fabric.

“Too much fabric,” whispered Jaz, while sliding her hands up to her shoulders. Reaching them, she grasped the jacket and pushed it down. The sensation of Jaz’s fingers alone gliding over her arms through the light functional wear was phenomenal. So phenomenal, she had to close her eyes for a moment and let her head roll back.

Damn.

Jaz used the moment to let her hands slide under her shirt. What a feeling. She had no words for how it felt to have those hands touch her. Jaz kissed her now and pushed the shirt up, only to kiss her way over her chest, including soft nibbling, that resulted in little lightning sizzling over her skin.

“You smell so good,” whispered Jaz against her neck, which she now grasped to pull her into another kiss.

Unable to distinguish the time that passed while they explored each other with their tongues, she let herself fall into the sweet desire, not caring about anything. Whatever storm was on the verge, it did not matter. Right now, only one thing mattered.

Her.

She pushed Jaz’s leather jacket off her body and pulled the top she wore underneath up, only to let it fall onto the ground. The body revealing was everything she desired. Soft skin, small curves, so wonderful to grip into. She let her hand slide over Jaz’s skin that resembled one of the rarest flowers she had ever seen, shimmering in its dark brown tone in a million shades of deep desire.

Softly, she caressed Jaz’s body and then guided her back onto the table with one hand on her back. There, she leaned down on her and trailed down with soft kisses from her neck over her chest with a black laced bra, down over her belly to where the leather pants still protected what she could not wait to explore.

She fumbled open the button, not without a quick check in with Jaz’s eyes to see if it was alright. But what she saw in them, gazing down at her, was only desire. I’m gonna remember that look forever.

The leather pants got off–in a typical bike wear manner–in other words, quite reluctantly. They both had to giggle for a second when it was nearly impossible to get it over the ankles. But with a forceful pull while Jaz held herself onto the table, they finally got them off.

And normally, she would have been embarrassed by not being able to get the damn pants off, but somehow with Jaz, it was different. It was actually so nice to just giggle with her like stupid teenagers.

She let her hand slide over Jaz’s thigh, and the very moment the sizzling seriousness came back. To her immense satisfaction, Jaz did not wear matching underwear, which made her even more awesome. Not that she didn’t like nice lingerie, but this here, it all was so weightless. Grounded. Normal. And yet so–so otherworldly.

While she was standing, she removed her own shirt, because she wanted to feel Jaz with her body. Removing it was a bit more revealing because she had decided against a bra. She never wore one if she could help it.

Jaz, who had leaned herself onto her elbows, now gazed down her body, and a sheepish grin appeared on her face.

“You still wear too much,” she said, sat up, and fumbled open the button to her pants. They rushed down her legs a second later.

Something she could not let unanswered, and therefore grabbed her legs and pulled her close. Jaz slung her legs around her with a force she hadn’t expected. She knew she was trained and all, but the muscles and strength she now felt in action were fucking beyond hot.

Half-grasping, half-caressing, Jaz let her hands wander through her hair, then cupped her face and kissed her. A consuming kiss, shooting lightning-like sensations through her core, while she explored her body with her hands.

“You’re so fucking hot,” whispered Jaz against her lips, and a soft moan left her as the word caressed her core.

She had been called many things by other women: strong, forceful, annoying, boy-ish, flat, strange, but never hot. She had always felt different, and growing up in the 90s as a lesbian was probably the worst thing she had gone through in her life. Humans were horrible creatures, usually. In Jaz’s case, she had to revoke her previous statement. Because she not only adored this woman, but desired her with every inch of her body.

She grasped her ass and pulled her even closer, so close she could now feel Jaz’s intimate parts radiating heat against her skin. The very parts she wanted to feel, taste, and consume with a devouring desire. Slowly, she let her lips wander in kisses and brushed over Jaz’s cheek to her neck, where she let her head fall to the side and back with a soft purring. The neck, revealing itself, invited her to lick and nibble on it for another moment while one of her hands wandered to Jaz’s breast.

In a curious exploration, she let her fingers wander around her hard nipple, squeezed it slightly to produce a gasp, only to cup the breast and grasp it firmly.

Oh lord.

She wandered with her tongue up to Jaz’s ear, where she let it trail the outer ring before she whispered softly in her ear. “I am so going fuck you today.”

The words had exactly the desired reaction as Jaz melted even further into her touch, telling her to get going.

So she kissed her way down, not without making a long stop at her breast, where she explored them with her tongue, but then went down onto her knees to kiss the insides of her thighs while she grasped the slip and pulled it off, slowly. The scent trailing up her nose from the wet panties was beyond anything. Filled with pure lust, she wanted nothing more than to taste her and let herself be consumed by desire.

With her tongue, she trailed from the inner thighs to what she desired. Softly, she let it wander over the labia through the firm bush she found more than appealing, shouting for her to dig her mouth and nose into it.

So, she let her tongue move in big circles around the probably most sensitive parts of a woman’s body. With her hands, she grasped Jaz from under her thighs before she finally closed in and let the tip of her tongue explore the swollen clit. Jaz commented on it with a deep moan and thighs closing around her head, pushing her with force further into the object of her desire. It was exactly how she wanted it.

She could not tell how much time passed, but she could have continued for hours. But she could feel the sensitivity in Jaz’s movements, so she came to an end with her licking, kissed her way back up to Jaz, who had her eyes closed, leaned back on her forearms.

“Wait a moment,” she said, kissed her once, with tongue, to give her something of her own delightful taste, and went over to the room to her right, where she had built in some sort of apartment, because she never knew how long she’d stay or what might happen. There was a bed, a small pantry kitchen, and a bathroom. And also something very specific she was looking for.

She crammed it out of the box, hidden under the bed. Good, she thought after she had found it, and threw it onto the bed, went to the kitchen, got a glass from the cupboard, filled it with ice cubes, and made her way back to Jaz.

Reaching her, she put the glass quite forcefully onto the table, making the ice cubes in it rattle.

“Close your eyes,” she ordered Jaz, who did it without hesitation. She wasn’t necessarily dominant, but right this moment, it all came so naturally. She just let herself be consumed by the devouring desire and acted without thinking.

She pulled an ice cube from the glass and moved it slowly over Jaz’s skin until she reached her breasts. Jaz bent her back from the sensation, and seeing it made her core prickle even more.

She let the cube wander up to her neck, to her lips, where she pushed it in her mouth and leaned in to whisper in her ear.

“Just a little heads up.” She then took another ice cube from the glass and let it wander over her belly down to her sensitive parts, and then, with her finger through her labia, she let it glide over the entrance to her heated core.

With the tip of her fingers, she guided the ice cube to follow the shape of her vulva, and when she reached the entrance, she pushed it slightly in. Jaz moaned and moved in a way that made her almost moan, too, just from watching. With her other hand, she softly caressed Jaz’s entire body while repeating the melting of the ice cube, again and again.

She could feel her own arousal drip down her panties, and it was exactly the moment Jaz sat up, grasped her wrists, and pulled them to her.

“Your turn,” she said with a devilish smirk, and oh, was she in for it.

Jaz got up, only to kneel to slide off her panties. “You know,” she then said while coming back up and leaning in to kiss her neck. “There is only one thing I love more than getting my pussy eaten by a hot, demanding girl, and that is eating pussy.”

Oh my fucking lord, she cursed in her mind. The wide smile appearing on her face came automatically, because who would not melt into pure lust after being told a sentence like that?

“Come,” said Jaz, and grasped her hand to pull her with her into the room she had just come from. Entering it, she had entirely forgotten about her plan, now lying on the bed, visually. But Jaz had only eyes for her, leading her to the little pantry kitchen. There, she pushed her against and up the counter while kissing her wildly.

And then she kissed her way down. With the tip of her tongue, she explored her, leaving her with sensations that were unbelievably good. Little wavelike explosions ran through her clit, while in her core, a desire built to merge into a state of non-existence. Whatever Jaz did there, she had never experienced anything like it.

Time passed while moans left her throat, and then Jaz entered her with her tongue.

“Damn,” she cursed out loud in a moan and grasped Jaz’s head. She could literally feel Jaz smile into her vulva.

Jaz entered her with her tongue again, and again and again, while circling around her clit and massaging it until a volcano was about to erupt.

“You are going to make me come,” she breathed out while grasping Jaz’s hair and head as the pulsating sensation grew even stronger in her. Jaz did not answer. Not with words, at least. Instead, she started to tongue-fuck her even faster, the caressing of her clit got more forceful until a tsunami wave of heat vibrated through her core, and she bent her back to ride out the orgasm wave.

Jaz kissed her way over her thighs up to her lips, while she was breathing out the pulsating release.

“Now you can fuck me,” whispered Jaz against her lips and nodded with her head to the side, pointing towards the bed. So she had seen.

Her mind entirely turned off, she moved without another thought about what was okay or not, what they were doing here; it did not matter. There were no consequences right now; there was only the desire. Her.

The woman, who now stood in front of the bed, was waiting for her to make the move. And she just acted. She walked over to her, turned her to kiss her neck, and then pushed her onto the bed, front-facing.

“On your knees,” she ordered while walking around to where she had thrown the strap-on with the dildo and pad onto the king-size bed.

It was phenomenal to watch Jaz kneeling down and bending into a form beyond anything she had ever seen. Almost like a cat, she stretched her upper body out flat on the bed, while still presenting her ass with an arched back.

Jaz watched every one of her moves. First, she put on the harness, not without losing eye contact with Jaz, which was quite the challenge. Then, she leaned over to grasp the dildo. With a smirk running over her face, she bent with it onto the bed, held it in front of Jaz’s mouth, and said, “Suck it wet.”

Gods, where is this fucking coming from? she asked herself, as she had never experienced herself that dominant.

Jaz stuck out her tongue and opened her mouth to do exactly as she was told. It was so fucking hot. Because aside from loving women, she loved a good cock, not attached to a man here and there very much. What she did not love were men. Except, of course, the gays, pans, trans, and other queers.

So, to her, strap-ons, dildos, and vibrators had been one of the most amazing inventions of the modern world, and Jaz here apparently shared the very opinion.

When the dildo was wet enough, she pulled it away and walked around to the edge of the bed, where Jaz kneeled, took the pad, and placed it between her skin and the vibrator she now inserted into the harness.

She could not resist but lean down and lick once from Jaz’s vulva up to her anus and then spit onto the vibrator. She rubbed the spit over it, not that it wasn’t wet enough, but she just loved the playfulness of it.

Softly, she massaged Jaz’s entrance with the tip of the vibrator. She hadn’t used the strap-on for a very long time, and she wanted to be very, very careful. But when she pressed firmly with it into Jaz’s entrance while hearing her gasp, she could not help herself any longer.

With another push, she was fully in, having the vibrator push onto her own more sensitive parts while starting to fuck Jaz, who bent and moved with her.

It was like a complete symbiosis. Like they had done this forever. Every touch, every moment. It all just flowed.

“Oh my god,” moaned Jaz when she leaned in onto her and started pushing rhythmically with wider movements and even further in until there was a point where they both went entirely feral.

Jaz pushed herself back with every push, and she could not help herself, and she grasped her hip. She pushed into her so fast that their skin meeting each other produced loud smacks resounding through the room, accompanied by gasps, moans, and half-screams.

“I want you to come,” she said breathlessly between two gasps when she felt Jaz’s body vibrating in her touch, “Now.”

And oh, how she did. She saw the ticking and bending, and all she wanted was to feel the pulsating orgasm riding out on her. So, she brought a hand around Jaz and rested it onto her vulva, where the little sensation trailed through her skin.

After taking in the sensation for several moments, she let go and slid out of her, removed the harness and dildo, not without a little pain from the rubbing as the pad had deserted its designated place, but damn, had it been fucking worth it.

She then got a bottle of water from the fridge, opened it, walked back, lay down on her belly next to Jaz on the bed, and handed it to her with a kiss.

“That was fucking phenomenal,” she whispered against Jaz’s grinning lips.

And just for a moment, the sensation of those lips against hers, the scent of sex consuming her, she could forget the world around her, for once.
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Her hand slid from Jaz’s hand.

Falling.

No ground.

Nothing to hold on to.

Just emptiness.

“No!” she shouted, gasping out. Sweat ran from her temple, and it took her quite a moment to realize where she was.

“Everything alright?” asked Jaz, glancing at her from around the shower separator.

“I—bad dream, nothing important,” she said, not wishing to dive deeper into what she had just dreamed of. Her body still felt like it had fallen in reality—a feeling she had to get away from, fast.

With a quick glance, she saw she had only been asleep for forty minutes, and that was exactly how she felt. Quick naps were okay. Long sleeps, too. But a forty-minute nap meant drowsiness and exhaustion.

And there was only one fix for it.

She stepped into the shower with Jaz, the warm water clearing her senses immediately, and she grasped her face, pressed her into the wall, and kissed her.

With a softness like silk, Jaz wandered with her leg around her and pulled her close with it. Demanding. And she fucking loved all about it.

Water ran down both their faces from the rain shower while their tongues explored each other and their bodies in a lustful desire.

Jaz’s hand wandered down to exactly where she wanted it. With three fingers, she drew small circles around her clit, and she could not help but push her hips against her touch.

It was then, Jaz pulled her even closer, so her hand was now caught between her clit and her own leg. The result was a pressure driving her mad.

Letting herself go, she began to rub herself over Jaz’s hand, and the sensation of it was fucking amazing. Whenever she moved her hip forward, Jaz’s fingers reached her entrance, and she slid them in briefly by pushing them in and then pulling them up.

She could have done so forever. Only her body thought it so hot that she had to fasten her hip rolls. Faster. And faster.

“Ughmhm,” she moaned out finally as a pulsating wave ran through her, a lightning caused in her own core.

Jaz removed her hand, sucked her fingers clean, and then kissed her with her tongue.

Damn, girl.

She had no clue how long they stayed under the shower, but when they stepped out, the entire room was foggy from hot steam.

“You know,” said Jaz with a smile,” I could get used to this.”

“Yeah, me too,” she said and kissed her. There was nothing she wanted more than to continue with what they had started in the shower, but apparently, Jaz had other plans.

“So, what’s the plan?” asked Jaz, and the moment the words had left her lips, the excitement in her flushed out. Because there was reality.

“Plan for what?” she asked to gain some time.

“For pulling off what we discussed, so this here can be the new normal,” Jaz told with a smirk, leaned around her to grab a towel, and instead of drying herself, she began to dry her. Not without certain touches and soft brushes over the sensitive areas, which made her inability to think even worse.

“Okay,” she said and grasped Jaz’s hand to pull it away from ‘drying’ her inner thighs way too long. “We either talk of fuck, because this here, not working. I can’t think of a single sentence if you continue to do that.”

Jaz only grinned devilishly, kissed her, and then got out of the shower and dried herself. So talking it is.

Roughly ten minutes later, they both sat back at the table where it all had started, until she decided she still couldn’t concentrate on what they inevitably had to do, so she got up.

“Come,” she said, “I have to show you something.” She walked her over to the biggest screen of the lot in the room, identified herself by swiping her phone, which she had to dig from the pile of clothes on the floor, over an invisible scanner, and then slid out a keyboard and touch pad to navigate the system she now entered.

“What you see here,” she said while a black screen with a ram on it appeared, “is Ramesès. It is a copy of their system I made the moment I started working for them as life insurance.”

“Smart move,” said Jaz while staring at her, not the screen.

“Problem is, after all these years, I still can’t figure out who Ramesès is.”

“But how can you work for them and not be able to pinpoint it?” asked Jaz.

“Because they built a network. Like an infinite five-dimensional spider net, unable to penetrate, unable to identify, unable to surprise.”

“I see,” said Jaz. “May I?” she asked, tilting her head towards the keyboard.

“Sure,” she said with a grin.

First, she watched Jaz and what she was doing, until there was a point she got lost. Jaz was not only good but a genius. The way she moved through the system, not even using the touchpad once, but navigating it entirely via keyboard and commands alone, was amazing. But what she did, there was only so much she could follow.

Time passed and Jaz was entirely immersed in diving into the system. Jaz did not even see what she put into her mouth, when Jaz grasped for the finger food Riley had made for them—Jaz simply ate without glancing at it.

What a gift to be able to forget everything around you. She was nothing like that. She could focus, of course, but her senses were always on and everywhere.

It was nine hours later, Jaz finally spoke again, or more like whispered, while her fingers froze mid-keystroke.

“Emma.”

“Emma, who?” she asked and joined Jaz. She had decided not to disturb her and had occupied herself elsewhere. A focus like that should never be disturbed. Now, a tingling sensation of excitement grew in her chest.

“This can't be right,” said Jaz to herself.

“What did you find?” she asked, now more pressing, because whatever was going on, she wanted to know.

But she did not get an answer for another three hours.

“No fucking way,” said Jaz, then leaned back and stared at her. Her eyes looked tired, yet excited.

“Care to tell me what you find?” she said, handing her a glass of water. Because for all those hours, she hadn’t drunk a single thing nor used the bathroom.

“Yes—“ said Jaz, took a sip, “after I went for a pee.”

She watched Jaz hurry to the toilet and pee without needing privacy. It was weird watching her, but she couldn’t help but find it pretty damn cool.

It was as if they’d done this for years. Which was frightening, kind of. Because it was also not. It was like a best friend. With the attraction. And the romance. And the sex, of course.

Words poured from Jaz’s mouth like a waterfall. “So I went through the system, I mapped it first, and it wasn’t until I found a script running in the background every three hours for exactly three seconds. It was named 513131.sh, and it was weird because it made absolutely no sense as it wasn’t a typical system script or log. The name was strange, so I tried to decipher it using the alphabet, but it made no sense either. But then it clicked. When you take the pattern as 5-13-13-1, it reads Emma. And Emma happens to be a girl, my employer has been obsessed over, for years now.”

Chills ran over her back because not only was she so brilliant, but she also knew how bloody brilliant this was.

“Your mind is fucking amazing,” she said with a smile and goosebumps spreading over her arms. “So you tell me, there is a shell script, running only every three hours, for only three seconds, and it happens to be the name of a girl Blondie is obsessed with,” she repeated to get the stuff straight for herself.

“Yes.”

“So, it’s all connected,” she asked while her mind made the new connections to all she had learned.

“Apparently,” answered Jaz. “But don’t ask me how. What I can tell you is what’s in the script.”

Her heart skipped a beat and then raced. Because she might finally find what she could not find all those years.

“What is in it?” she breathed out more than she asked.

“A hidden message,” said Jaz. “The door remembers you, although you won’t. 4943364-129428.”

It made no sense at all. There was the hidden message, to a random–or not so random–girl, and she was still at square one. It did not matter how many steps she was taking; it always whirled her right back to where she started. Her eyes closed automatically as the discomfort mixed with slight anger. She usually loved a complicated riddle, but this snowballed into a what could best be called a Sisyphus riddle. No end.

There’s only one way out, she thought, and her eyes flashed open.

“We’ll take that message to Blondie. It is what I can give him. And I am willing to share my knowledge, but I want him to take it. My only objective is to destroy Ramesès. He can deal with whatever this means or not.”

“You want me to call it in?” asked Jaz.

“Yes.”

Jaz had her head slightly tilted, and for a short moment, their eyes locked.

“Then let’s go,” said Jaz finally, and got up.

“Go where?” she asked, perplexed.

“Headquarters. I am bringing you in now.”

And while she stared up at Jaz, her eyes unfocused. It suddenly all made sense. How she would handle the situation with Ramesès, how she could explain why she had to get lost and why, and ultimately get back in to destroy them from the inside.

“Where is your HQ exactly?” she asked and got up herself.

“Near central park, upper east why?”

Exactly what I needed.

“I just had an idea–“ she began. “It’s risky, but also brilliant–if we play it right.”

“Listening,” said Jaz with her tired eyes now being totally awake again.

“I will tell my employer you brought me in, that’s why we had to get lost, and I had to vanish. And then I’ll give them The Distillery here, to prove myself without giving anything away. We will make this one here appear as if it would belong to Blondie’s organization, and I’ll wipe out everything connected to them or me. We’ll know they are coming, we’ll see who is coming, and I’ll have full trust again,” she ended her thoughts, spoken out loud.

“You’re willing to give all of this up?”

“This here,” and she tilted her head at the door with the armory, “it’s just money. I’ll take the relevant information; everything else can be bought again. What I gain is so much more important than anything in here.”

“And what is it you gain exactly?” asked Jaz’s staring intensely at her, as if she guessed the unsaid things behind it.

It was an easy question, because after all, none of it mattered. She had no toxic revenge fantasies that had to play out for finding peace. Therefore, she needed only one thing.

She leaned in and whispered into Jaz’s ear like a soft breeze.

“You.”
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The grin that had appeared on Jaz’s face when she leaned out of the range of her possessive scent was all she needed to know. She was in. A hundred percent in. The grin was a devilish, if not sinister one, telling her a single thing: this is fucking brilliant.

“What do you need me to do?” asked Jaz.

“Get Blondie here. He needs to be in on this. Him only, not even that straight ass he was with on Ibiza, no one else. The less people know, the better.”

“You mean Edwards?” asked Jaz with a chuckle. “He’s like a submissive dog to him, but also the only one who can reach him when he goes off the rails. And on a personal note, Ed, that’s what we call him, is one of the most honorable men I have ever met.”

“Huh,” she said, because said information was quite interesting, and yet, she was in full disbelief. “Looked different, but I am willing to be proven wrong,” she added with a bite off her lip to not go in full rage about men and their front of being honorable.

Jaz only laughed softly; apparently, she had sensed the disbelief.

“So, I’ll prep everything here. Do you need to get Blondie or is he able to find it himself?” she asked.

“He’s quite capable, I suppose. There’s more to him than you can see.”

“I have seen enough,” she said, slightly annoyed, but quickly changed her tone. She did not want to sound that harsh, but those self-serving men were simply all the same. “I am not doing this for him,” she added, “but for you and me. So, I am sure there is more to him, but I am allergic to the toxic masculinity he pees all over the place.”

“Oh, believe me, I am, too. But he has to be, in order for him to do what he is doing.”

“Still sounds toxic. Is it any less bad if he does it for the right reasons?” she asked with a drawn-up eyebrow.

“You tell me, is it right that I kill people for avenging the death of my family?”

Outch. An uncomfortable sensation flashed through her stomach because she saw the double standard.

“I am not defending him,” said Jaz, “I am merely trying not to have you two at each other’s throats the moment he steps in here.”

“Okay,” she said cautiously. “I’ll try and have an open mind if he does the same.”

It was diplomacy. They had a primary goal, and Jaz was right there. She could go back to hating him later.

Jaz issued a snort that told her she saw straight through the bullshit act, but whatever. She was who she was.

“So, where do I have a connection?” asked Jaz and held up her phone, which told her no service.

“Would a network connection suffice? Or do you need to make a classic call?” she asked. “Because the latter only works outside.

“A video call would do, that way we can talk the plan through together,” said Jaz then.

“You think that’s a good idea?”

“We’ll see. Can I let myself in?” asked Jaz and grasped the keypad.

“You can, but take that one over there,” and she pointed at a computer over to her right. “It runs on a closed system separated from everything else here.”

“Gotcha,” said Jaz and got over to said computer.

She followed her, leaned over her shoulder, not unintentionally, and held her phone against the silver tower to unlock the locked screen.

“Everything in here has a two-key system,” she said while taking a breath of Jaz’s scent that made her stomach flutter. “That way it is safe.” And then, she couldn’t help herself. Like stirred from an external force, she breathed against Jaz’s neck and followed it up to her ear, where her tongue followed the outer ear and she slightly nibbled on it, before pushing herself off, and leaving Jaz, with her head slightly fallen back in a total mess.

“You wanted the plan,” she said with an ironic scuff from a playful high horse.

“Indeed, I did,” said Jaz, laughing. “Can I reconsider?”

“Nope, get Blondie on the line. And if he pisses me off enough, I might throw the entire plan out and then we can go back to negotiations,” she said with a grin, unable to keep from her face.

The call with Blondie went exactly as she had expected. He had a god complex, which was the least of his issues, as it only underlined his therapy-needing psyche, which he tried so desperately to hide. But he was in. Which meant they had to work together and cut him some slack for the sake of their aligned goals.

There was a single, not entirely negative thing she could say about him: that he was straightforward. He had clear expectations and boundaries that weren’t to be crossed, but not as bad as she had expected.

“I’ll send you the contract,” he said before logging out. “Send it back, and we’ll go forward as planned.”

Their plan, and she hated to say it, because he was apparently a brilliant strategist, was actually a genius. He had shared some important thoughts and also contributed his resources, which would be quite helpful in building her new armory.

“He’s very efficient,” she stated out loud when she opened the contract not an hour later. At the same time, they had occupied themselves with prepping the armory, which mainly required wiping everything clean, both digitally and physically.

“I like it when people are straightforward,” Jaz told her in response. “It makes things predictable.”

“Do you like predictable?”

“In my line of work, I do, because whenever it is not, it usually gets messy.”

“Valid point,” she said with a chuckle.

“But, to answer your question properly, in my personal life, I enjoy people who surprise me.”

“Good,” she said with a grin, “because my life is, just as me, unpredictable AF.”

Jaz walked over to her, pushed her back into the wall behind her, and kissed her. Between two kisses, she breathed against her lips, “I know.” And when she kissed down her neck, she whispered, “And I like you very much.”

It was so fucking hard to get back to work after this little tease, but they had to. They were on a timeline, a very short one.

It took them, together with Eric, another twenty minutes until everything was not only clean but sterile. They had stored what had to be removed into a hidden safe no one would ever find, even if they were to blast the entire building into pieces. The important stuff, in the form of three hard drives, fitted into her rucksack.

Jaz had also set up a closed circuit of separate surveillance cams from the armory’s supply,

Blondie would arrive soon, and then they would leave a trail with their fingerprints to point Ramesès exactly where they wanted them to.

Satisfactory, Blondie arrived exactly on time to enter The Distillery through the logistics gate. She did not even need to see it, because she heard him a minute before he arrived at the gate. He had taken, as planned, a car that drew the attention of everyone in a three-mile radius.

When he stepped out of the matte black Bugatti Centodieci that came to a halt in front of their feet, she could only roll her eyes. She loved fast cars as much as a good sound, but seeing Blondlocks with his sunglasses getting out of his eight-million-dollar penis size-up was too much to bear.

“You wanted attention,” he said while taking off his sunglasses, “you got attention, don’t roll your eyes at me now.”

“Get used to it,” she snapped back at him, but couldn’t help herself caress the car with her hand. It was a beauty. Not her style, but perfection anyway.

Blondie walked into The Distillery, and to her immense satisfaction, he was rendered speechless. He must have seen many things, but The Distillery was special, and she could see it in his light-up eyes.

“A shame to give all that away,” he said while taking in the magnitude.

“It is, and yet, it doesn’t mean anything. Nothing of real worth, at least,” she answered. “Shall we then? I can feel them breathing down our neck already.”

They fingerprinted The Distillery, and then it was time to set the rest of the plan in motion.

She was to leave first and then call it in under terms. Deis and Jaz would leave separately, not long after her. They would leave for a base of his organization, called Le Lac, while she returned to her hotel. It was all a facade, playing a game with her employer. She knew they would be followed, and that was exactly what she wanted them to do.

“I believe the plan already worked. There are way too many trucks and vans out in the street,” she said while staring at the surveillance. “Let’s move.”

“See you in Le Lac,” said Blondie. “Ride safe.”

And she rolled her eyes at him again. She could see him restraining himself from giving her another snide comment about it, and she loved everything about it.

So much about alpha, Blondie.

She mounted the bike she came on, very well noticing the look Deis gave her.

“Don’t worry yourself with it, Blondie,” she called after him while pulling down the helmet. “I don’t do dicks.”

Without a comment, he sat down in the Bugatti, let down the window, leaned out one arm, and said, “Who needs a mildly attractive girl with a big mouth on a bike, when they can have this beauty?” and he slapped the car’s door like an ass while having it roar out loud.

Jaz made a funny face to tell her, ‘don’t listen to his bullshit,’ but she was alright. She could deal with men like him. Those with an ego through the roof. What she could not deal with was stupidity. If it correlated, everything was lost.

But he wasn’t one of the stupid ones with an overinflated ego. He had the ego because he was apparently very good at what he was doing, not unlike her, so here she was, cutting him some slack in the spirit of peace.

Jaz mounted her bike.

There was one moment where they were all ready, and her glance wandered over The Distillery one more time. Maybe it would be the last time to see her like this, and while her heart wasn’t attached to it, it had been an era. An era ending. But then, she fucking loved new beginnings.
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With a forceful nod, she let the helmet’s shield snap down, pushed the gear down into first, and with a two-finger greeting from her helmet towards Blondie and Jaz, she wished them goodbye.

Her gate opened.

Pure excitement flooded through her veins and pulsated through her into a feeling of being truly alive.

She loved the rush.

The desire for speed.

Her bike roared through the high-ceilinged hall, and it was time.

With a screeching back wheel, she brought the bike up to speed. In the mirrors, she saw one car parked on the street immediately following her, and another one joined them around the corner.

“Stupid,” she told them out loud. Have a motorcycle followed by cars.

She glanced at her watch. Two minutes out until she would send the text.

For two minutes, she had some wonderful fun with the two tails, one of them got lost at a red light, and she and her immediate tail passed very close.

At the next red light, she checked her rear mirror, only to see the police two cars behind, and it couldn’t have gone down any smoother. She drove the bike onto the sidewalk when the timer counting down showed ten seconds. She unmounted her bike just when the lights turned green. Her tail was forced to drive, and she watched them pass by. She quickly sent the already prepared text.

‘I’m in. Stop having me and everyone else followed, or I am out because you blew my cover.’

She did not wait for a response, because there was a stop she had to make before picking up Subwoofer from Sadie and returning to the hotel at least once.

A ping in her pocket told her she got a special request. One, she could not ignore.

Fumbling in the earpiece, she heard Majorie's voice in her ear.

“Report,” was the single word she got, telling her boss was more than pissed.

“Directive followed, inserted myself as requested, contracted under the alias. To not draw attention, I had to follow subject’s compliance. Location is highly secured, breach inadvisable right now, due to lack of information. Location contains highly advanced armory, tech, and supplies for missions. Unable to break the system so far.”

“Good,” said Majorie. “I will stop following you when you learn to comply.”

Wild fury nagged in her chest like a roaring fire demanding to consume everything in its way. Including this woman. It took all of her control to keep the fury from her voice when she spoke.

“They are bringing me in, I am required for a full screening, have me followed, and the mission will be done.”

“Be creative, Riley. You always were,” said Marjorie with a sneer she wanted nothing more than to beat from her face.

Breathe in, breathe out. You will be done with her soon.

The burner in her pocket vibrated.

Jaz


Got it




And with it, a wide grin appeared on her face, because Jaz had managed to do what she herself hadn’t over all those years, and it made her wanna kiss her so badly, because she was fucking amazing.

“You know, I will be,” she said in a fake friendly tone, while thinking a single thing: You are so dead.

Without waiting for an answer, she hung up, removed the earpiece, and mounted her bike again to drive off.

You’ll see creativity very soon, she told Majorie in her mind.

Exactly twenty-three minutes later, she brought her bike to a halt at an old brownstone in Brooklyn. She walked up the stone stairs to the wooden entrance door and rang the bell while swiping up the helmet's shield.

A middle-aged woman with kind eyes and a cup in her hand opened the door.

“Hi,” she said as cheerfully and as friendly as she could, “I have a personal delivery for Mr. Lenny Hoboken.”

“Oh sure, my husband,” said the woman, turned and called up the stairs, “Len! A delivery for you!”

When Len came down the stairs, she felt the exhilarating rush of glee spreading through her veins because Len, who had been given the full name of Lenny Devine Hoboken, was none other than The Concierge, or what he called himself, The Illusionist.

“Hello, Mr. Hoboken,” she said to the perplexed man. She was glad to see the wife leave, so she whispered. “I told you we’d meet again.”

“I must say, I am impressed,” said the man.

“I have a delivery,” she said and handed him an envelope. While he fumbled it open, she turned, pulled the gun from her rucksack, screwed on the silencer without him noticing, and before the man had even opened the letter, he had a gun pressing into his chest.

“I warned you,” she said, “But you didn’t listen.”

Without further hesitation, she pulled the trigger.

Lenny fell to the floor with a satisfying thud, the letter still in his hand, while blood soaked his white silk shirt in beautiful red.

The wife’s scream reached her ear when she sped the bike off and got lost in the loud roaring of the exhaust. A wide grin appeared on her face while she thought about Majorie’s reaction when she found out what she’d done.

Now, it was time for act two.

It felt fantastic to speed the bike over the highway leading to Manhattan. The joy of freedom spread like a liberating wave through her, and just for a moment, she was just that. A biker. And nothing more. Simplistic. Unchained. And a touch of recklessness.

And suddenly, it was all gone. There was nothing she could do when a black GMC SUV sped up to her right and deliberately drove into her on the Manhattan Bridge. Her bike crashed into the bumper, and she was thrown through the steel beams onto the subway tracks.

Her body ached like shit. Her chest felt like it had several broken ribs, and she could not move. She could not breathe. Her head, including her neck, throbbed like shit, while the helmet felt so heavy on it, almost as if she carried a huge rock.

And then she felt it. The rattling.

Turning her head slightly to the side, she saw it coming, the silver subway speeding towards her.

Move. Fucking move! she shouted at herself.

And then, shots were fired.

Maybe it was the adrenaline, maybe the anger for being shot at, but at the last possible moment, she heaved her body up in agonizing pain and climbed over the railing leading to the pedestrian line. There, she sank to her knees shortly with heavy breaths, because her right leg had definitely taken a hit from the car. It felt like her entire lower leg and ankle had been crushed.

More shots flew above her head.

Shit.

She did not remove the helmet because it meant protection. Instead, she crawled into the shadows of a beam and got the gun from her rucksack. And not only that. Because she had the little lifesaver with her.

When the next subway passed, she prepared herself, and just before the men in the SUV could act, she leaned around the beam, fired several shots at the truck to destroy their windows, and then she threw it.

The men saw it, and she saw in their faces that they knew what it was. But it was too late. The puck flew, to her utmost satisfaction, into the broken rear seat window and exploded. The wave of the explosion, followed by the heat of its flames, rushed over her, and a breath of relief left her throat. A painful one, but it was also the confirmation of her victory.

As nothing else followed and the sirens already resounded in her ear, she had to keep moving. First of all, she had to become unrecognizable and get out of sight of the several witnesses on the bridge.

So, she moved up her hurting body and made a step.

“Fuck,” she breathed out. Because it wasn’t only her chest and right leg that hurt like shit, it was everything else, too. Her left wrist was already a bluish tone, the pinky was out of place, and her left shoulder was almost immobile. She finally pulled off her helmet, threw it over the fence to remove any trace, and then grasped her hand and finger.

“Urgh,” she groaned out after cracking her pinky back in place.

Breathing was only possible when she took short, flat breaths.

I have to fucking move.

So, she moved. In total agony.

When she was out of sight, she dumped the helmet into the water. She was so glad no pedestrians were on the bridge right now; she could have kissed the universe for it. Or maybe, and that thought crossed her mind only just now, it was all part of the plan. They wanted an execution without witnesses.

Realistically, she would not make it off this bridge if they were waiting for her on both ends. Jumping into the water with an already what had to be a broken ankle and a shoulder almost immobile wasn’t an option. She would not be able to swim, nor be able to stabilize her body for hitting the surface, even if she made it over the fence.

There was only one way.

She could hear it already coming, the next subway, so she took her last energy and climbed back over the railing to hide behind a beam. When the subway passed, and it was fucking fast, she pushed herself off her left leg and jumped onto the last wagon.

Her right hand almost slipped from the small handle from the overall pain the jump had caused in her body.

But she was on it. Bringing her back to Brooklyn, but it did not matter. She was out of sight and would be invisible until the police recognized what had happened.

She got off the subway at the DeKalb Avenue Station underground. She could not be seen, but the good thing about the New York Subway was, nobody gave a fuck. There was literally nothing that had not happened before on a subway, so when she got off the back with her hurting and visibly broken body, no one even looked at her.

She had put on the hood of her hoodie to avoid surveillance, and then got out of the station.

The stairs were the most painful thing she had ever done, but she managed to get overground.

Sweat ran from her forehead due to the distress her body was in. She called a cab with her right arm outstretched, and gladly, one immediately took her on. It was an old yellow cab, and when she got in, the first thing she saw was a self-made a/c in the form of a flexible pipe fixed with loads of duct tape, leading from the air outlet in the front through the plexiglass separating the front and rear seats to allow some cooling for the rear passengers.

“Broadway, please,” she told the driver mindlessly while heaving her body into the cab. That moment, however, a bullet flew past her head and scratched her ear.

Fuck! I am so fucking done with bullets for today!

“Drive!” she shouted at the driver and closed the door. Only the driver could not drive anymore. The bullet, she saw, had gone straight through the plexiglass and into his head.

She pulled her gun because it was time for self-defense. She saw a man walk up to the taxi, and while she turned round, lying on the rear bench, the man was executed with a shot to the head. Blood splattered all over the car’s door and her.

It was her window of time.

Whoever had killed him, it did not matter. Maybe it was the police, she was fucked either way. If someone executed a person on the streets in broad daylight, it was definitely a foe.

And then she heard a loud grumbling sound, and she could not help but let her head fall back onto the rear bench with a chuckling scuff.

No fucking way.

With her last powers, she heaved herself up, only to see what she had already heard. And while she hated everything about it, she was actually glad to see the black Bugatti standing next to the taxi.

She climbed in serious pain and not without several gasps from the taxi door and into the Bugatti, where she fell into the seat with a groan.

“How the hell did you find me?” she asked Blondie.

“Jaz,” he said. “She had a feeling. And then we got the info of a motorcycle being crushed on the Manhattan Bridge.”

“You got the info?”

“She is good at her job,” said Blondie with a smirk and drove off.

“Yes, she is,” she said through gritted teeth, because being pressed into a seat was no good in her condition.

“We’re going to HQ,” he then said, glancing at her. “I’ll have a med team ready for you there.”

She only nodded. Somehow, everything around her started spinning, now that the immediate threat was gone and her body wound down from its adrenaline rush.

“Hey,” he said and slapped her in the face. “Stay awake.”

“I’m–“ but her voice got lost. She was feeling sick to the stomach due to all the pain, and she could not hold it in. It was a good thing they rolled up to a red light when she wrenched open the door and vomited.

The pain of it was beyond.

She could not bend down because of her ribs hurting, and the sports car seats didn’t help there; therefore, vomit landed all over her body and in the eight-million-dollar car. But she did not even care anymore.

The exhausting action of throwing up made her vision transform into a spinning night sky.

“At least I can pay you back for saving my ass,” said Blondie when she let herself fall back into the seat and closed the door.

“Just drive, please,” she said with her eyes closed and added, “Sorry about the vomit.”

“Could be worse,” he said without caring. “The blood on the white leather will be the bigger issue.”

With tremendous effort, she focused her eyes, and it was only then that she saw she was bleeding. As in a lot. From her left side and lower abdomen.

She pulled up her hoodie, only to reveal a gunshot wound exactly where her protector ended.

“Shit,” she said, and rolled the hoodie back down to put pressure on it.

“Like you said earlier, it’s just money. Don’t you fucking care about the stupid car,” said Blondie then, and it was maybe the first time she saw what Jaz had meant. That there was more to him than the overall assholiness he peed all over the place.

She nodded, not without a lightning strike through her entire body.

“Ouch!” she shouted out loud because it was like an electrified needle being stuck through her.

“We’re fifteen minutes out. I’d rather not put you in a hospital. Can you make it?” he asked.

“Yes, no hospital, they will blow that up if necessary,” she said and moaned in pain.

“My thoughts exactly.”

“I’ll make it. Been through worse. I hit a subway track when they took me out. Several of my ribs are definitely broken.”

“Uh-huh,” he said. “Your head and neck concerns me more.”

Yeah, me too. Still, not helpful.

Their drive through the city felt like it took ages. She could feel her limbs getting cold, which was, overall, not a good sign. Because it wasn’t just coldness. It was an ice-cold shudder of draining life, and that was exactly how she felt. Weak. In pain. Losing herself.

“Listen,” she said and crammed a tablet from her rucksack, which felt more like she was climbing a mountain.

“No,” he said sharply.

“Yes,” she told him off, “You will fucking listen for once,” she now cursed, not without whimpering slightly afterwards.

Sweat pearls ran down between her breasts while she felt even colder.

“This,” and she entered the code to access the tablet, “is the access code to my base in L.A., it’s in Vernon, a garage for bikes as a front. To override the biometric scan, you need a passcode, 578933, and an authentication key generated on my phone. Repeat that.”

“Vernon, Bike Garage as front, code 578933, authenticator two-key system.”

“Good. Now, Majorie. Jaz got the trace on her. Majorie is cunning and very resourceful. Do not tell anyone. She is everywhere, and she listens everywhere—“ She had to breathe for a moment from the exhaustion. “You cannot trust her.”

“Understood,” he said shortly.

Her breathing grew shallower, as her chest felt pressed in from all sides, and a lump the size of an orange appeared in her throat.

“We’re almost there,” he said, but in the end, it did not matter.

“Regarding your Emma,” she then said, and she could sense how sharp he became the very moment.

“How do you know?”

“Doesn’t matter. I am a tracker, and I looked into her earlier, not very thoroughly, but in the city of her birth, there was no mother admitted for birth under the name Marie Richardson.”

“There are birth centres,” he interjected.

“Yes, but the Dickinson Clinic registered the birth in Michigan, only no Marie Richardson was there on the official medical record,” she told him weakly while her body was on the verge of giving up, and she could not speak anymore.

What happened next was all dipped in a fog.

They entered somewhere. A medical team is speaking to her. Asking questions. Too many questions.

Jaz appeared in front of her face looking like hell.

“What the fuck happened?” she asked in a fearful, if not panicky voice. “Who the hell did this to you?”

But there was no more energy left for speaking, and everything went blissfully blank.
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When she woke, bright sunlight warmed her skin, and everything was somehow weightless. If there was a heaven, this would be it. The only thing was, if there was a heaven, she would not be in it. Not after all she had done. Not after leaving behind a trail of dead bodies since the age of fifteen. Although they all had been for deserved reasons, she had sinned, at least when viewed from a believer’s perspective.

But she was no believer.

She was neither Christian nor spiritual.

She was a walking bunch of cells, water, and bacteria, apparently still alive because she was breathing.

Carefully, she opened an eye.

Like I said, no heaven.

Because she stared into those ice-blue eyes framed by blonde curls of the man she despised and now had to be thankful to, for saving her ass.

“URGH,” she groaned out and rolled her eyes.

“Good to see you back to hating me,” said Blondie, and rested his hand for a second on her arm, and stood up. Apparently, it had been funny to several other people in the room she hadn’t seen, because there was chuckling.

She turned her head, only to recognize the stiffness in her neck, telling her she had been out a while.

There sat Jaz, her eyes glowing at her and with relief on her face, with the man she recognized from the encounter on Ibiza, who had laughed at how she had handled Blondie.

“Deis,” she called after Blondie, who left the room, “Thanks for the save.”

He turned and stared at her, very well recognizing she had used his real name. A devilish but playful smile appeared on his face. “I’ll send you an invoice for cleaning the car,” he said jokingly, and left. “Glad to see you’re alright,” he added while walking out the door.

The man from Ibiza got up, walked over to her, and stretched out a hand.

“Ed,” he said to her, and gave her hand a brief squeeze, “Welcome to the team.” And then Deis followed, leaving her alone with Jaz. Suddenly, it got warm in the room. Very, very warm.

Jaz got up and sat down on her bed. Not too near, but also not too far away. It was somehow totally awkward between them, and they both didn’t speak for a while until she gave up and moved her hand over Jaz's hand.

Touching her was peaceful, as much as it was electrifying.

“You truly gave me a scare,” said Jaz.

“I know,” she said. “Gave me one too. I didn’t expect them to come after me with such force.”

She walked with her fingers up her arm and made a little dance with them to rid herself of the nervousness.

Suddenly, Jaz leaned down on her and kissed her. It felt infinitely good to feel her warm lips touch hers. Without thinking, she wanted to move her arms up to grasp Jaz’s face, but her body said immediately no, and she could not stop the word “Ouch” leaving her mouth.

Jaz leaned back up abruptly in fear that it had been here.

“Not the kiss, I forgot about my arm,” she said, and Jaz rolled her eyes.

“How long have I been out?” she asked as a conversation starter.

“Four days straight, they had to operate on several splinters stuck in your lung.”

“Oh,” she said. “Anything else beyond the obvious?”

“Bad concussion. Wrist broken. Shoulder dislocated. Ankle broken. Calf, also broken. Gunshot wound to the abdomen missed all the important organs, but ruptured an important vessel, hence the bleeding,” enumerated Jaz the extensive list of her injuries.

“Well,” she said with a sarcastic tone, “at least one good thing came out of it.” Jaz looked at her with drawn-up eyebrows and an expectant look.

“I can see what you meant about Deis,” she said, and Jaz cracked a little smile.

“There’s also a second thing,” said Jaz carefully.

“There is?”

“Your plan worked.”

Suddenly, she felt much more awake, excitement rushing through her.

“What makes you think so?” she asked.

Jaz leaned over to the nightstand and grabbed a package.

“This arrived for you,” she said while holding up a black box. From it, she revealed a black velvet box with a golden embossed ram, and Jaz held it up for her to see. “It went through screening, and I checked it personally for any implication of bugging.”

She already knew what was in there, because she had already gotten in once.

“There is a note in there,” continued Jaz, and read it out loud. “Message received. How about we start fresh? M.”

A gleeful smile appeared on her face because she had made Majorie bend down, and damn, what a fucking good feeling that was.

“Put it back into the Faraday anyway,” she said. “Just in case.”

“I thought so, too,” said Jaz slowly, and put the box aside. She could sense there was more, as Jaz was hesitant with every single one of her movements.

She rested her hand on her non-injured arm and caressed it for a moment.

“Did I ever tell you about my family?” she finally asked.

“Only brief, so, please, do tell.”

“One of my sisters aside, who barely survived, my entire family has been killed for profit. To build mines and harvest cobalt. I went through shit I don’t want to talk about, but I wanted to die. More than anything in this world. But I made myself a promise back then, a promise to live and kill those who killed my family,” said Jaz with a very heavy voice, and a shudder ran through her. She was aware of what was happening in the DRC, and it was a shit show.

“Anyway, that’s how I met Deis. But it’s not what this is about,” continued Jaz. “When Deis brought you here, I was so scared. So, scared of losing you, because I love you.”

A fluttery feeling rushed through her, yet she knew there was more, and she did not let it consume her, because there was a ‘but’ on the rise.

“But I cannot love you right now. Because the fear of losing you is killing me. It haunts my nights, deludes my days, and messes me up in the depths of my cells. I can’t breathe, I can’t–”

A tear ran down Jaz’s face.

She let go of Jaz’s hand.

“Hey,” she said, a weak smile appearing on her face. “Whatever you feel is alright, you know that, right?”

More tears followed the single one.

“If I could sit up right now,” she said, “which I can’t thanks to those shitty injuries, I’d hug you, and whisper in your ear that it’ll all be alright. You went through shit, I went through shit, and maybe, right now is not the right time. It changes nothing for me.”

Jaz glanced up from staring at her hand to her eyes.

“It doesn’t?”

“No. What I feel for you isn’t rooted in what we do romantically. Not that I don’t enjoy that very much,” she added with a chuckle.

Jaz closed her eyes, and her shoulders fell backwards as a heavy burden fell from her chest.

“So we’re okay?”

“We are,” she said and breathed in as deeply as possible with her broken ribs, too. Because it was the most grown-up ass talk she ever had. She herself was one to either fall so hard she evaporated herself in the other person, or hold the desired object at a distance to avoid said thing. With Jaz, it had been different from the beginning. And so was what they did now. Talk. Be reasonable. But present. And that alone showed her how much it meant.

Without any definition.

Without any pressure.

But honesty. Respect. And boundaries. Not the ones fencing you in, but the ones to keep your own sanity. The ones to honor the other.

A little smile tugged around the corner of Jaz’s mouth when she rested her head down next to her and onto her arm, because it felt so good.

There were no more words needed, because it was alright the way it was. Tomorrow, or maybe a few more days, it would take for her to recover, she would go back to killing monsters. Only now, she wasn’t alone anymore. She had, for the first time in her life, someone in her corner. Someone, she trusted entirely, because there was nothing they could not talk about.

And maybe that is exactly what true love is about, not what others define as love, but what they label as love.


EPILOGUE
PLAYLIST: OUTSIDE THE BOX - PACURKA


She let herself fall onto the couch in her new apartment in Manhattan. It was actually quite nice to have a change of view and now being able to look at an illuminated city rather than dull walls.

“I met Emma today,” she told Jaz over the phone while her hand wandered over to the nightstand to get out a vibrator.

“I know,” said Jaz with a grin. “Deis lost his shit entirely over it.”

“Oh, I’d love to see his face,” she said while grasping her satisfyer, “Tell him I am not sorry.”

“Tell him yourself, putting you on speaker,” said Jaz.

“What the fuck did you think you were doing?” roared Blondie through the speaker. “You had a fucking assignment, and that did not involve making out with MY GIRL!”

“Deis,” she said, totally unimpressed, because making him go feral made her even hornier than she already was from kissing his girl in the bar. “It was a kiss. A really good one, yes. But you do not own that girl, as much as you would like it.”

She was probably the only one allowed to talk to him in that way, because all the hostilities of the beginning aside, she had learned that he was an entirely different person behind the stupid mask, and she had become some sort of mirror to him. It even went so far, he took her advice twice, which was a record from what she heard from everyone else.

“She is mine,” growled Deis, “if you ever pull any shit like that again–“

“You what? Kill me? We have been there several times. One hundred and forty-four times, actually. Open your horizons a bit, Deis. Or, at least, put the fucking hypocrisy aside.”

Silence on the other end. Because he knew what she knew, and there was nothing he could say about it anymore.

“See you tomorrow, D. Now let me talk to my favourite human in peace.”

She heard Jaz getting up and going somewhere where she closed a door behind her.

“His face was gold,” said Jaz.

“I can only imagine,” she answered with a chuckle.

“So tell me about the kiss,” said Jaz. “Was it with tongue or more like the lips touching?”

“With tongue,” she said, “and a lot of kissing and licking on the neck,” and her mind wandered off to the particular moment when Emma had let her head fall back and given in to the desire. “I am so turned on from that kiss.”

“I wanna watch next time,” said Jaz, and it was all she could have ever hoped for, because a life in the box of social norms wasn’t for her. Just like Jaz, she was free, and so was her sexuality.


THANK YOU <3


Thank you for reading Ride with me (or die With me): RILEY’S TALE which I hope you enjoyed.

If so, I’d be ever so grateful if you could leave a review on the platform(s) of your choosing and tell your book-besties about it.

[image: red heart] We indie authors live from word of mouth and your reviews - each and every one helps [image: red heart]

[image: red heart]Thank you[image: red heart]


BRACE YOURSELF


Riley’s Tale is a Prequel to the THE GURU TRILOGY, and Riley, as much as Jaz, play huge parts in the Trilogy.

The Guru started out as a MF dark romance, but it became something so liberating and queer in books two and three. I hope you will enjoy them, too!

All four books are part of the DARK TRIAD SERIES.

Check them out. <3

[image: Covers of the guru trilogy]



VIP-LIST


[image: purple heart] Stay updated and get sneak peeks, exclusive content just for VIP-list subscribers, and much more [image: purple heart]

Join here


JUST ONE LAST THING


Have you ever written something wherein you found yourself? Because to me, this novella did exactly that. I wrote this without a plan, without a concept, or even an idea of where I wanted it to end. I wrote it as an exploration of my own self, because my queerness has been a very misty topic. Riley is a character I learned to love in the Trilogy, and I wanted to give her the chance to tell her tale.

And her tale was the love for Jaz from an entirely different angle. Yes, I could have written it in dual POV, but I didn’t. Because it is not my place to write a Black character. I love Jaz, but it is not my place to show the struggles and hurdles BIPoc are faced with. It is simply not my place to take what isn’t mine.

I wanted to bring your awareness to several topics currently happening on this earth and encourage you, hereby, to act. I know you use books to escape that shithole, me too, but reading is inherently political, and we cannot close our eyes to what is going on in this world. We have to act. We have to build a community. We have to care.

So please, care. Care enough to act for everything that doesn’t affect you right now. Care enough to fight for what is right. Care enough to sit with the uncomfortable feelings.

If you can, help. Help where you can in whatever way you can. I know it’s tight–that is why I decided to give half of the revenue of every copy of this book sold to support Congolese women and children.

But it does not end there. The world is burning right now. Literally and metaphorically.

So, Protest. Get loud. Support in all the ways you can. Connect. And most of all, love.

Yours truly from the darkness to the light,

Charlotte

Get in touch with me:

https://beacons.ai/thecharlotteraven


If you want to know, follow the signs.

But ask yourself, dearest, can you handle the truth?

[image: Dark Triad Logo Golden Cut Ram]


If I were you, I’d start with the story of the ram, but that’s just me.
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