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      Chapter 00 Prologue
    

    
      The city buzzed with life, its streets alive with the hum of traffic, the chatter of students, and the occasional blare of a distant siren. Somewhere in the heart of it all, in a small, cluttered apartment overlooking a narrow alley, David sat hunched over his desk. The glow of his computer screen illuminated his face, casting shadows across the room. His fingers danced across the keyboard, commanding armies, building empires, and escaping into worlds far removed from his own. Gaming had always been his refuge, his sanctuary. It was where he felt most in control, most at ease.
    

    
      Across the room, Emma lounged on the couch, her phone pressed to her ear. Her laughter rang out, bright and melodic, filling the space with an energy that David could never quite replicate. She was the sun to his moon—radiant, magnetic, and impossible to ignore. Even now, as she chatted animatedly with one of her many friends, David found himself glancing over, his attention drifting from the screen to her. She was wearing one of his hoodies, the sleeves rolled up to her elbows, her hair tied up in a messy bun. She looked effortlessly beautiful, as always.
    

    
      "Wait, wait, tell me again what he said!" Emma exclaimed, her voice rising in excitement. She kicked her feet up on the coffee table, knocking over an empty soda can in the process. David didn’t even flinch. He was used to her chaos, her whirlwind presence. He quietly got up, picked up the can, and placed it in the recycling bin before returning to his desk.
    

    
      Their friendship was an odd one, to say the least. They had known each other since they were children, their lives intertwined from the moment they met in kindergarten. David had always been the quiet one, the boy who preferred the company of books and video games to people. Emma, on the other hand, was a force of nature. Even as a child, she had been outgoing and confident, the kind of girl who could make friends with anyone. While David spent his recesses sitting under a tree, lost in his thoughts, Emma was the center of attention, leading games and laughing louder than anyone else.
    

    
      Somehow, despite their differences, they had clicked. David had always been content to follow her lead, to bask in her glow without demanding anything in return. And Emma? She had always appreciated his quiet loyalty, his unwavering presence. Over the years, their bond had only grown stronger, surviving the awkwardness of adolescence, the pressures of high school, and now, the challenges of university life.
    

    
       
    

    
      ---- Flashback: The Group Project -----
    

    
      It was their final year of high school, and the air was thick with the stress of impending exams. David and Emma had been paired together for a history project, a detailed presentation on the French Revolution. They were sitting in the school library, books and papers spread out across the table. Emma was scrolling through her phone, her fingers flying across the screen as she texted her latest boyfriend. David, meanwhile, was diligently taking notes, his handwriting neat and precise.
    

    
      "David, you’re a lifesaver," Emma said suddenly, looking up from her phone. "I have no idea how you manage to make this stuff so interesting."
    

    
      He shrugged, a faint blush creeping up his neck. "It’s just… reading. You could do it too if you tried."
    

    
      She laughed, tossing her phone onto the table. "Yeah, but why bother when I have you?" She leaned over, peering at his notes. "You’re like a walking encyclopedia. Seriously, how do you remember all this stuff?"
    

    
      "I don’t know," he mumbled, his eyes fixed on the paper in front of him. "I just… like learning, I guess."
    

    
      Emma smiled, reaching out to ruffle his hair. "You’re such a nerd. But I love it."
    

    
      David’s heart skipped a beat at her words, though he tried not to show it. He had always had feelings for Emma, though he knew better than to act on them. She was his best friend, and he wasn’t about to risk losing her over something as foolish as unrequited love.
    

    
       
    

    
      ----- Present Day: The Comfort Zone -----
    

    
      Back in the apartment, Emma hung up the phone and sighed dramatically, flopping back against the couch cushions. "Ugh, I can’t believe he ghosted me. Can you believe that? After everything I did for him!"
    

    
      David swiveled his chair to face her, his expression sympathetic. "I’m sorry, Emma. You deserve better."
    

    
      She groaned, covering her face with her hands. "Why do I always pick the worst guys? I mean, what’s wrong with me?"
    

    
      "Nothing’s wrong with you," David said quickly. "You’re amazing. He’s the one who’s an idiot."
    

    
      Emma peeked at him through her fingers, a small smile tugging at her lips. "You always know what to say, don’t you?"
    

    
      He shrugged, looking down at his hands. "I just… don’t like seeing you upset."
    

    
      She sat up, scooting closer to him. "You’re too good to me, David. Seriously, what would I do without you?"
    

    
      He didn’t answer, though the question lingered in the air between them. Emma leaned her head on his shoulder, her presence warm and comforting. For a moment, David allowed himself to imagine a world where she felt the same way he did. But then she pulled away, her phone buzzing with a new message, and the moment was gone.
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 01
    

    
      The dorm room was dimly lit, the soft glow of the television casting flickering shadows across the walls. Emma sat cross-legged on the couch, her posture relaxed, her eyes glued to the screen. She was dressed in an oversized hoodie and leggings, her hair tied up in a loose ponytail. Around her, the remnants of a lazy evening were scattered: empty soda cans, crumpled snack wrappers, and a half-eaten bag of chips. The TV blared a reality show about celebrities, the kind of program Emma adored but David found utterly mind-numbing. To him, it was a parade of meaningless drama and shallow conversations, but to Emma, it was entertainment gold.
    

    
      David pushed open the door, his arms laden with grocery bags. He had spent the last hour at the store, picking up everything Emma had requested for dinner. As he stepped inside, he glanced at the TV and suppressed a sigh. 
      Celebrities arguing over nothing again,
       he thought. But he didn’t say a word. Instead, he quietly set the bags down in the kitchen and began unpacking them.
    

    
      Emma didn’t even look up when he entered. Her attention was fully absorbed by the show. But as soon as she heard the rustle of grocery bags, she called out, “Oh, good, you’re back! Bring me a fresh soda, will you?” Her tone was casual, almost dismissive, as if she were speaking to a servant rather than a friend.
    

    
      David paused for a moment, his hands still in one of the bags. He glanced at Emma, who was now laughing at something on the screen. He shook his head slightly, a small, resigned smile tugging at his lips. “Sure,” he said softly, though she wasn’t really listening.
    

    
      He grabbed a can of cola from the fridge and brought it to her. Emma finally looked up, flashing him a quick smile as she took the can. “Thanks. You’re such a sweetheart,” she said, her voice warm but distracted. She popped the tab and took a sip, her eyes already drifting back to the TV.
    

    
      David stood there for a moment, watching her. He knew better than to expect more. This was their dynamic, after all. He was the one who did the little things—cleaning up, running errands, making sure she was comfortable. And Emma? She accepted it all with a smile and a casual “thank you,” as if it were the most natural thing in the world.
    

    
      He turned his attention to the mess around her. Empty cans, crumpled wrappers, and a few stray crumbs littered the floor. Without a word, he began cleaning up, picking up the trash and tossing it into the bin. Just as he was about to head back to the kitchen, Emma called out again.
    

    
      “Wait, David!” she said, holding up a hand. “I’ve got gum in my mouth. Can you take it?”
    

    
      He walked back over, holding out a piece of tissue paper. Emma leaned forward and spat the gum into it, her movements quick and efficient. “Thanks,” she said, already turning her attention back to the TV. She took another sip of her soda, her eyes fixed on the screen.
    

    
      David disposed of the gum and returned to the kitchen, where he began preparing dinner. He moved methodically, chopping vegetables, seasoning the meat, and setting the table. Cooking was one of the few things he truly enjoyed, a quiet activity that allowed him to focus and create something tangible. As he worked, he could hear Emma laughing at the TV, her voice bright and carefree.
    

    
      Just as David was putting the finishing touches on the meal, Emma’s phone rang. She answered it immediately, her voice lighting up with excitement. “Hey, Charlotte! What’s up?”
    

    
      David paused, his hand hovering over the stove. He knew Charlotte well—or rather, he knew how much she disliked him. She had never made an effort to hide her disdain, often making snide comments about him when she thought he wasn’t listening. Emma, for her part, seemed oblivious to it all. Or maybe she just didn’t care.
    

    
      “Dinner’s ready,” David called out, setting the plates on the table.
    

    
      Emma waved a hand in acknowledgment but didn’t get up. She was too engrossed in her conversation with Charlotte. “Yeah, yeah, I’m coming,” she said, though she made no move to leave the couch.
    

    
      David sighed and walked over to her, pulling out a chair at the table. “Come on, Emma. It’s going to get cold.”
    

    
      She finally stood, still holding the phone to her ear. “Hold on, Charlotte,” she said, covering the microphone with her hand. She gave David a quick smile as she sat down. “Thanks,” she said, though her attention was already back on the call.
    

    
      David sat across from her, picking at his food as Emma continued her conversation. She laughed, she gestured, she occasionally pointed at her glass, silently asking David to refill it. He obliged without a word, pouring her another glass of wine. Emma mouthed a quick “thank you” before bursting into laughter at something Charlotte said.
    

    
      As the meal went on, David couldn’t help but feel a pang of frustration. He had worked hard on the dinner, and yet Emma barely seemed to notice. She was too busy making plans with Charlotte, her voice growing more animated by the minute.
    

    
      “So, are we going out tonight?” Emma asked, twirling a strand of hair around her finger. “I’m in the mood to dance.”
    

    
      There was a pause as Charlotte responded. Emma frowned slightly. “What do you mean you don’t want to drive? Ugh, fine. I’ll ask David to take us. He’s probably free anyway.”
    

    
      David’s head snapped up at that. He opened his mouth to say something, but Emma was already continuing. “No, no, he won’t come with us. I’ll just have him drop us off and pick us up later. He’ll do it, don’t worry.”
    

    
      Charlotte’s voice crackled through the phone, loud enough for David to hear. “Ugh, as long as he doesn’t ruin the vibe. I don’t want him hanging around like some awkward third wheel.”
    

    
      Emma laughed, a light, airy sound that grated on David’s nerves. “Don’t worry, he won’t. I’ll just send him home after he drops us off. And when we’re ready to leave, I’ll call him to pick us up. He’ll do it, no questions asked.”
    

    
      Charlotte’s voice took on a teasing tone. “Maybe he can wear a chauffeur’s hat and open the door for us. You know, really get into character.”
    

    
      Emma burst out laughing, her eyes sparkling with amusement. “Oh my God, that’s perfect!”
    

    
      David clenched his fists under the table, his jaw tightening. He felt like a prop in their conversation, a convenient tool to be used and discarded. But he didn’t say anything. He never did.
    

    
      As Emma finished her meal and wrapped up her call, David cleared the table in silence. He could feel the weight of her expectations pressing down on him, the unspoken assumption that he would always be there, always willing to help, no matter how little she seemed to appreciate it.
    

    
       
    

    
      The dorm room was bathed in the soft, golden light of the setting sun, casting long shadows across the furniture. David stood in the kitchen, wiping down the counter after dinner. The faint hum of the refrigerator filled the silence, a stark contrast to the lively conversation Emma was having with Charlotte earlier. Now, Emma was sprawled on the couch, scrolling through her phone, her legs draped over the armrest. She looked up briefly as David approached, her expression thoughtful.
    

    
      “Hey, David,” she said, her voice casual but with a hint of expectation. “Do you have any plans tonight?”
    

    
      David paused, his hands still clutching the dish towel. He knew that tone. It was the same one she used whenever she wanted something from him. “Not really,” he replied, trying to keep his voice neutral. “I was just going to game for a bit. Why?”
    

    
      Emma smiled, a bright, dazzling smile that made David’s heart skip a beat. “Perfect. Charlotte and I decided you’re going to drive us tonight. You don’t mind, do you?”
    

    
      David hesitated for a moment, his mind racing. He had hoped to spend the evening relaxing, but he knew better than to say no to Emma. “Sure,” he said finally, forcing a smile. “I can do that.”
    

    
      Emma’s smile widened. “Great! It’s the least you can do to show Charlotte you’re not completely useless,” she added with a playful wink.
    

    
      David’s smile faltered, but he quickly recovered. “What time do you need me to drive you?”
    

    
      “Around nine,” Emma said, already turning her attention back to her phone. “Oh, and don’t fall asleep while you’re waiting to pick us up. I don’t want to be stranded because you decided to take a nap.”
    

    
      “I won’t,” David said quietly, though he doubted she was listening.
    

    
      A little while later, Emma stood up from the couch and stretched, her movements languid and graceful. “I’m going to take a bath,” she announced, glancing at David. “Can you run the water for me? And while I’m in the bath, pick out something sexy for me to wear tonight. You know my style.”
    

    
      David nodded, though his stomach churned with a mix of emotions. He wasn’t sure how he felt about being tasked with choosing Emma’s outfit, but he didn’t dare refuse. “Sure,” he said, heading toward the bathroom.
    

    
      He turned on the faucet, adjusting the temperature until it was just right. As the tub filled, he added a few drops of the lavender-scented bath oil Emma loved. The soothing aroma filled the room, a stark contrast to the turmoil in his mind.
    

    
      Once the bath was ready, David returned to the living room. Emma was already gathering her things, a fluffy towel draped over her arm. “Thanks,” she said, brushing past him on her way to the bathroom. “Don’t forget to pick out something good. I’m counting on you.”
    

    
      David watched her go, his heart pounding in his chest. He took a deep breath and turned his attention to her wardrobe. Emma’s closet was a chaotic mix of colors, fabrics, and styles, a reflection of her vibrant personality. He sifted through the hangers, his fingers brushing against silky dresses, leather skirts, and cropped tops. After a few minutes of deliberation, he settled on a sleek black dress with a plunging neckline and a pair of high-heeled boots. It was bold, daring, and undeniably sexy—just the kind of thing Emma would wear to a night out.
    

    
      When Emma emerged from the bathroom, her skin glowing and her hair damp, she was wrapped in a plush bathrobe. She padded into the living room, her eyes immediately landing on the outfit David had chosen.
    

    
      “Let’s see what you picked,” she said, her tone playful. She held up the dress, examining it with a critical eye. After a moment, she nodded in approval. “Not bad, David. I’m impressed.”
    

    
      David felt a flicker of pride, though it was quickly overshadowed by the awkwardness of the situation. Emma tossed the dress onto the couch and turned to him. “Alright, turn around. I need to get dressed.”
    

    
      David obeyed without hesitation, facing the wall as Emma began to change. The sound of fabric rustling filled the room, and David clenched his fists, trying to ignore the heat rising to his cheeks.
    

    
      “You know,” Emma said, her voice teasing, “most guys would be dying to turn around right now. If they knew I was standing here naked, they’d probably sneak a peek. But not you. You’re too good for that, aren’t you?”
    

    
      David swallowed hard, his throat dry. “I… I wouldn’t do that,” he stammered, his voice barely above a whisper.
    

    
      Emma laughed, a light, melodic sound that sent a shiver down his spine. “I know you wouldn’t. That’s what makes you so… predictable.”
    

    
      When she was finally dressed, Emma called out, “Okay, you can turn around now.”
    

    
      David turned slowly, his eyes widening as he took in the sight of her. The dress hugged her curves perfectly, and the boots added an extra edge to her look. She looked stunning, and David felt a pang of something he couldn’t quite name—admiration, longing, or maybe a mix of both.
    

    
      Emma walked over to the shoe rack and surveyed her collection of boots. “Help me pick the right pair,” she said, sitting down on the couch. She pointed to six different pairs, each one more extravagant than the last. “Bring them over and put them on me. I’ll decide which ones I like best.”
    

    
      David did as he was told, kneeling in front of her as he carefully slipped each pair of boots onto her feet. Emma examined herself in the mirror, critiquing each option with a critical eye. “Too flashy,” she said of the first pair. “Too plain,” she declared of the second. Finally, after trying on all six pairs, she sighed. “You know what? The first pair was the best after all. Put them back on me.”
    

    
      David nodded, his hands trembling slightly as he removed the boots she was wearing and replaced them with the first pair. Emma watched him intently, a small smile playing on her lips.
    

    
      “You’re such a good helper,” she said, her voice soft and almost affectionate. “Is there anything you wouldn’t do to make me happy?”
    

    
      David looked up at her, his heart pounding. “No,” he said quietly. “There’s nothing I wouldn’t do.”
    

    
      Emma’s smile widened, and she reached out, running her fingers through his hair. “I know,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper. “I know.”
    

    
      As David finished lacing up her boots, Emma leaned back on the couch, her expression thoughtful. “One last thing,” she said, her tone sweet but with an edge of command. “My boots are a little dirty. Can you clean them for me?”
    

    
      David hesitated for a moment, then nodded. “Of course.”
    

    
      He reached for a cloth and began polishing the boots, his movements careful and precise. Emma watched him, her eyes half-lidded and her expression unreadable. “You’re so good at this,” she said, her voice soft. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
    

    
      David didn’t respond, his focus entirely on the task at hand. But deep down, he couldn’t help but wonder if Emma truly appreciated everything he did for her—or if she simply took it for granted.
    

    
      The evening air was crisp, the faint hum of the city filling the background as David stepped out of the dorm building and made his way to his car. The streetlights cast a soft glow on the pavement, and the faint scent of autumn leaves lingered in the air. He unlocked his car, a modest sedan that had seen better days, and slid into the driver’s seat. The engine sputtered to life, and he pulled up to the front of the building, just as Emma had instructed.
    

    
      Emma stood by the entrance, her silhouette illuminated by the warm light spilling from the lobby. She looked stunning, her black dress hugging her figure and her boots adding an extra edge to her look. She was scrolling through her phone, her expression focused, but when she saw David’s car, she looked up and grinned.
    

    
      “Perfect timing,” she said, her voice carrying a playful lilt. She walked over to the car, her heels clicking against the pavement. “Now, remember, you’re my chauffeur tonight. So, act the part. Open the door for me like a proper gentleman.”
    

    
      David hesitated for a moment, then stepped out of the car. He walked around to the passenger side and opened the door, holding it for Emma with a small, awkward bow. She giggled, clearly enjoying the theatrics of it all.
    

    
      “Very good,” she said, her tone teasing. “You’re a natural.”
    

    
      But instead of sliding into the passenger seat, Emma walked past him and opened the rear door herself. She climbed into the backseat, settling in as if she were royalty. David stood there, momentarily confused.
    

    
      “Uh… aren’t you going to sit up front?” he asked, his voice tinged with uncertainty.
    

    
      Emma didn’t look up from her phone. “Nope. Chauffeurs don’t sit with their passengers, David. Now, let’s go. Charlotte’s waiting.”
    

    
      David closed the door quietly and returned to the driver’s seat. He glanced at Emma in the rearview mirror, but her attention was fully absorbed by her phone. He cleared his throat. “So, uh… where are we going?”
    

    
      Emma didn’t respond. She was typing something, her fingers flying across the screen. David waited a moment, then repeated the question, his voice a little louder this time.
    

    
      “Emma? Where’s Charlotte’s place?”
    

    
      She finally looked up, her expression slightly annoyed. “Oh, right. It’s 24 Maple Street. You know, near the park.”
    

    
      David nodded and entered the address into his GPS. The drive was quiet, save for the occasional sound of Emma’s phone buzzing. She was texting furiously, her lips curving into a smile every now and then. David tried to focus on the road, but he couldn’t help feeling like an outsider in his own car.
    

    
      When they arrived at Charlotte’s apartment, David pulled up to the curb and put the car in park. Emma leaned forward, her voice bright and cheerful. “Okay, chauffeur, do your thing. Open the door for Charlotte. She’ll appreciate it.”
    

    
      David hesitated, but he knew better than to argue. He stepped out of the car and walked around to the rear door, opening it with a quiet, “Here you go.”
    

    
      Charlotte emerged from the building, her heels clicking against the pavement. She was dressed in a tight red dress and a leather jacket, her makeup perfectly done. She didn’t even glance at David as she slid into the backseat, her attention entirely on Emma.
    

    
      “Hey, girl!” Charlotte exclaimed, hugging Emma as soon as she was inside the car. “You look amazing! Tonight’s going to be epic.”
    

    
      Emma laughed, her voice light and carefree. “I know, right? I’m so ready to dance. And you look hot, by the way. That dress is killer.”
    

    
      Charlotte grinned, flipping her hair over her shoulder. “Thanks. I figured I’d turn some heads tonight. Speaking of which, have you heard who’s going to be at the club?”
    

    
      As the two women launched into a lively conversation, David returned to the driver’s seat. He felt like an intruder in his own car, invisible and unimportant. He adjusted the rearview mirror, catching a glimpse of Emma and Charlotte laughing and talking animatedly. They were in their own world, and he was just the guy driving them there.
    

    
      As David pulled away from the curb, Charlotte’s voice cut through the silence. “So, what’s David doing tonight? Is he just dropping us off and going home?”
    

    
      Emma shrugged, her tone dismissive. “Yeah, he’s probably going to game or something. You know how he is.”
    

    
      Charlotte snorted, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “Wow, thrilling. I don’t know how you live with someone so boring.”
    

    
      Emma laughed, though there was a hint of defensiveness in her tone. “He’s not that bad. He’s just… quiet. And he’s really helpful, you know? Like tonight, he’s driving us, so that’s something.”
    

    
      Charlotte rolled her eyes. “Yeah, but still. I’d rather have you as my roommate. At least then we could have fun together… But can’t David just wait at the club in his car. That way, he’s there when we’re ready to leave?”
    

    
      Emma smiled, but she didn’t respond. Instead, she turned to David, her tone suddenly sweet. “Hey, David, is it okay if you just wait in the car while we’re at the club?”
    

    
      David opened his mouth to respond, but Charlotte cut him off. “Of course, he’ll wait. What else is he going to do? At least this way, his night has some purpose.”
    

    
      Emma laughed, though it sounded forced. “Charlotte, be nice.”
    

    
      Charlotte shrugged, her tone unapologetic. “I’m just saying. It’s not like he has anything better to do.”
    

    
      David clenched the steering wheel, his knuckles turning white. He wanted to say something, to defend himself, but the words stuck in his throat. Instead, he focused on the road, his jaw tight and his mind racing.
    

    
       
    

    
      As the car rolled on, the conversation in the backseat continued, Emma and Charlotte discussing their plans for the night, the guys they hoped to meet, and the drinks they wanted to try. David felt like a ghost, invisible and unheard. He glanced at Emma in the rearview mirror, her face lit up with excitement, and felt a pang of something he couldn’t quite name—loneliness, frustration, or maybe a mix of both.
    

    
      When they finally arrived at the club, David pulled up to the entrance and put the car in park. Emma leaned forward, her voice soft. “Thanks, David. We’ll call you when we’re ready to leave, okay?”
    

    
      He nodded, his voice barely above a whisper. “Sure.”
    

    
      Emma and Charlotte climbed out of the car, their laughter echoing in the night air. David watched them go, his heart heavy and his mind swirling with unspoken thoughts.
    

    
      David sat in his car, the engine off and the windows slightly cracked to let in the cool night breeze. He had been waiting for hours, his phone in hand, scrolling through random apps to pass the time. The glow of the screen illuminated his face, casting shadows across the interior of the car.
    

    
      He felt a mix of boredom and frustration. He had hoped Emma and Charlotte wouldn’t stay out too late, but it was already past 2 a.m., and there was no sign of them. His phone buzzed, and he glanced at the screen. It was a message from Charlotte. Attached was a video.
    

    
      Curious, he opened it. The video showed Emma on the dance floor, her arms wrapped around a tall, handsome guy. They were laughing, their bodies close, moving to the rhythm of the music. Emma looked radiant, her hair slightly disheveled, her cheeks flushed. The guy whispered something in her ear, and she threw her head back, laughing.
    

    
      David’s stomach churned. He knew Charlotte had sent the video to mess with him, to remind him of his place. He clenched his jaw, his grip tightening on the phone. He wanted to look away, but he couldn’t. He watched the video again, his heart sinking with each passing second.
    

    
      An hour later another message popped up from Charlotte: 
      “Come inside. Now!”
    

    
      David stared at the message, his mind racing. He didn’t want to go in. He didn’t want to see Emma dancing with someone else, laughing with someone else. But he also knew he couldn’t ignore Charlotte’s demand. Reluctantly, he stepped out of the car and made his way to the club entrance.
    

    
      The club was a sensory overload—blaring music, flashing lights, and a sea of bodies moving in sync. David felt out of place, his plain clothes and awkward demeanor a stark contrast to the vibrant, confident crowd around him. He scanned the room, looking for Emma or Charlotte.
    

    
      Finally, he spotted Charlotte near the bar. She waved him over, her movements exaggerated and slightly unsteady. She was clearly drunk, her cheeks flushed and her eyes glazed. When David reached her, she grabbed his arm and pulled him close, her breath hot against his ear.
    

    
      “Emma’s in the bathroom,” she slurred, her voice dripping with mischief. “But she’s not alone. Hahaha!”
    

    
      David’s stomach twisted. “Why did you call me in here?” he asked, his voice tense.
    

    
      Charlotte grinned, her tone mocking. “To pay, of course. We’ve been drinking all night, and someone has to cover the bill. That someone is you.”
    

    
      David’s eyes widened. “I’m not paying for your drinks,” he said firmly.
    

    
      Charlotte rolled her eyes, leaning in closer. “Oh, come on. You want Emma to be happy, don’t you? She’s had an amazing night, thanks to me. The least you can do is pay for it. And while you’re at it, you can cover my tab too.”
    

    
      David hesitated, his mind racing. He didn’t want to pay, but he also didn’t want to disappoint Emma. Before he could respond, Charlotte shoved him toward the bar. “Go on, chauffeur. Do your job.”
    

    
      David made his way to the bar, his shoulders tense and his jaw clenched. As he waited in line to pay, he glanced around the club, his eyes scanning the crowd. That’s when he saw her.
    

    
      Emma emerged from the bathroom, her hair messy and her cheeks flushed. She was laughing, her arm linked with a tall, muscular guy. They looked like they were in their own world, completely oblivious to everyone around them. Emma rested her head playfully on his shoulder, her eyes sparkling with joy.
    

    
      David’s heart sank as he watched the guy squeeze Emma’s waist, his hand lingering on her hip. She didn’t pull away. Instead, she placed her hand on his chest, her fingers tracing the fabric of his shirt. They stopped near the dance floor, and the guy leaned in, whispering something in her ear. Emma laughed, her head tilting back.
    

    
      Then, to David’s horror, they kissed. It wasn’t a quick peck—it was deep, passionate, and lingering. David felt like he’d been punched in the gut. He wanted to look away, but he couldn’t. He stood there, frozen, as the reality of the situation sank in.
    

    
      Before David could process what he’d just seen, Charlotte appeared in front of him, blocking his view. She grabbed his arm and pulled him toward the exit. “Time to go,” she said, her voice slurred but firm.
    

    
      David followed numbly, his mind still reeling. Emma joined them a moment later, her smile bright and carefree. She didn’t seem to notice David’s distress as she climbed into the backseat of the car, chatting animatedly with Charlotte about the night.
    

    
      “That was so much fun!” Emma exclaimed, her voice filled with excitement. “Did you see that guy I was dancing with? He was amazing!”
    

    
      Charlotte laughed, her tone teasing. “Yeah, I saw. You two looked pretty cozy. What was his name again?”
    

    
      Emma waved a hand dismissively. “Oh, I don’t remember. But he was hot, right?”
    

    
      David clenched the steering wheel, his knuckles turning white. He wanted to say something, to ask Emma why she’d kissed that guy, but he couldn’t bring himself to speak. Instead, he focused on the road, his mind a whirlwind of emotions.
    

    
      As they drove, Charlotte suddenly gasped, looking down at her boots. “Ugh, my boots are so dirty! It’s going to take forever to clean them.”
    

    
      Emma glanced at her and smiled. “Don’t worry. David will do it for you. Right, David?”
    

    
      David’s eyes flicked to the rearview mirror, but Emma wasn’t looking at him. She was already turning back to Charlotte, her tone casual. “He’ll clean them tonight. It’s the least he can do.”
    

    
      Charlotte grinned, leaning back in her seat. “Thanks, Emma. You’re the best.”
    

    
      David frowned, his frustration bubbling to the surface, thinking: “Why is Charlotte thanking her? I’m the one who’s going to clean them.”
    

    
      When they arrived at Charlotte’s apartment, David waited in the car while she went inside to take off her boots. She returned a few minutes later, handing them to David with a smirk. “Don’t scratch them,” she said, her tone teasing.
    

    
      David took the boots without a word, his jaw clenched. He drove Emma home in silence, his mind racing. When they arrived, Emma climbed out of the car, stretching lazily. “Don’t forget to clean Charlotte’s boots before you go to bed,” she said, her tone casual. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
    

    
      She disappeared into her room, leaving David standing in the living room, holding the dirty boots. He stared at them for a moment, his frustration and resentment boiling over. But in the end, he did as he was told. He cleaned the boots, his movements slow and deliberate, his mind swirling with unspoken thoughts.
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 02
    

    
      Chapter 2: The Morning After
    

    
      The morning light filtered through the thin curtains of Emma’s room, casting a soft glow over the cluttered space. Clothes were strewn across the floor, empty water bottles and snack wrappers littered the nightstand, and the faint scent of last night’s perfume lingered in the air. Emma lay in bed, her hair a tangled mess, her face buried in the pillow. She groaned softly, her hand reaching out to fumble for her phone on the nightstand.
    

    
      “Ugh… my head,” she muttered, her voice hoarse and groggy. She squinted at the bright screen of her phone, wincing at the notifications that had piled up overnight. With a sigh, she tossed the phone aside and called out, “David! Where are you?”
    

    
      David, who had been in the kitchen preparing breakfast, hurried to her room at the sound of her voice. He knocked lightly on the door before pushing it open. “Yeah? What’s wrong?”
    

    
      Emma turned her head slightly, her expression a mix of annoyance and discomfort. “What’s wrong? I have a killer headache, that’s what’s wrong. Where were you? I’ve been calling for ages.”
    

    
      David blinked, taken aback by her tone. “I… I was in the kitchen. I didn’t hear you.”
    

    
      Emma groaned again, rolling onto her back. “Whatever. Just get me an aspirin, will you? And hurry up.”
    

    
      David nodded, his shoulders tense. “Sure. I’ll be right back.”
    

    
      He returned a moment later with a glass of water and a small pill. Emma sat up slightly, her movements slow and deliberate, and took the aspirin from him. She swallowed it with a sip of water, her face scrunching up in distaste. “Ugh, that tastes awful.”
    

    
      David stood awkwardly by the bed, unsure of what to say. “Do you need anything else?”
    

    
      Emma shook her head, leaning back against the pillows. “No, just… sit down for a second. I need to talk to you.”
    

    
      David hesitated, then perched on the edge of the bed, careful not to sit too close. Emma glanced at him, her expression softening slightly. “Thanks for last night, by the way. I had a great time. Well, until this headache started.”
    

    
      David forced a smile, though his chest tightened at the memory of seeing her with that guy at the club. “Yeah, no problem. I’m glad you had fun.”
    

    
      Emma sighed, running a hand through her messy hair. “I did. But now I feel like death. Ugh, I hate hangovers.”
    

    
      David nodded sympathetically, though he couldn’t help feeling a pang of resentment. He had spent the entire night waiting for her, cleaning Charlotte’s boots, and now he was expected to cater to her every need. But he didn’t say anything. He never did.
    

    
      After a moment of silence, Emma turned to him, her expression suddenly serious. “So, what are your plans for today?”
    

    
      David blinked, caught off guard by the question. “Uh… I have classes this morning. And this afternoon, I was going to work on an assignment that’s due next week.”
    

    
      Emma waved a hand dismissively. “Yeah, about that. Your plans have changed.”
    

    
      David frowned, his confusion growing. “What do you mean?”
    

    
      Emma sat up a little straighter, her tone matter-of-fact. “You’re going to my classes today and taking notes for me. I’m not missing another lecture, and I’m definitely not going in with this headache. And this afternoon, you’re going to finish my assignment. It’s due by midnight, so you’ll have to work fast.”
    

    
      David stared at her, his mind racing. “Wait… what assignment? I didn’t know you had something due.”
    

    
      Emma shrugged, her tone casual. “It’s for my literature class. We had to analyze a novel and write a paper. You know, the usual.”
    

    
      David’s eyes widened. “A whole paper? How much have you done so far?”
    

    
      Emma gave him a look, her expression a mix of amusement and exasperation. “Uh… nothing? Obviously. I’m not going to waste my time on that. You’ll take care of it, right?”
    

    
      David opened his mouth to protest, but Emma cut him off. “Come on, David. You’re good at this stuff. And I need a good grade. I deserve it, after everything.”
    

    
      David hesitated, his mind swirling with conflicting emotions. He wanted to say no, to tell her that he had his own work to do, but he couldn’t bring himself to disappoint her. “I… I’ll do my best,” he said finally, his voice quiet.
    

    
      Emma smiled, though there was a hint of steel in her tone. “You mean you’ll do your 
      absolute
       best. I’m counting on you, David. Don’t let me down.”
    

    
      As David left Emma’s room and headed to the kitchen to finish his breakfast, he couldn’t shake the feeling of being trapped. He had his own classes to attend, his own assignments to complete, but now he was expected to drop everything for Emma. Again.
    

    
      He glanced at the clock, his stomach churning with anxiety. If he was going to attend Emma’s classes, take notes, and then write an entire paper for her, he would have to work nonstop. There was no time for breaks, no time for his own responsibilities.
    

    
      As David stepped out of the apartment and into the crisp morning air, he took a deep breath, trying to steady his nerves. The day ahead loomed like a mountain, insurmountable and overwhelming. But he would do it. He always did.
    

    
      The schoolyard was bustling with students, their laughter and chatter filling the air as they milled about before the start of classes. David sat on a bench near the entrance, his backpack resting at his feet. He was surrounded by a small group of friends, though his mind was elsewhere. He was still reeling from the morning’s events, his thoughts consumed by the mountain of tasks Emma had dumped on him.
    

    
      As his friends joked and laughed, David’s attention was suddenly drawn to the sound of his name being called. It wasn’t a friendly call—it was sharp, commanding, and impossible to ignore. He turned his head and saw Charlotte standing on the other side of the schoolyard, her arms crossed and her expression impatient.
    

    
      “David!” she called again, her voice cutting through the noise like a whip. She snapped her fingers and gestured for him to come over, her movements exaggerated and demanding.
    

    
      David froze, his cheeks flushing with embarrassment. He could feel the eyes of his friends and other students turning toward him, their curiosity piqued. He hesitated, hoping Charlotte would give up and leave him alone, but she didn’t. Instead, she called his name again, louder this time, and snapped her fingers impatiently.
    

    
      “David! Get over here!” she shouted, her tone growing sharper.
    

    
      David’s friends exchanged glances, their laughter fading as they watched the scene unfold. One of them nudged him with an elbow. “Uh-oh, looks like you’re in trouble,” he said with a smirk.
    

    
      David forced a weak smile and stood up, his heart pounding. He could hear whispers and snickers as he made his way across the schoolyard, his head down and his shoulders tense. He caught snippets of conversation as he passed other students.
    

    
      “Looks like Charlotte’s got another nerd wrapped around her finger,” someone said, their voice dripping with amusement.
    

    
      “Poor guy,” another added. “He doesn’t stand a chance.”
    

    
      David’s face burned, but he kept walking, his eyes fixed on the ground. When he finally reached Charlotte, he looked up, his voice quiet and hesitant. “Hey, Charlotte. What’s up?”
    

    
      Charlotte didn’t waste any time. “Where are my shoes?” she demanded, her hands on her hips. “I want them back.”
    

    
      David blinked, caught off guard by her abruptness. “Uh… they’re at home. But I cleaned them, like you asked.”
    

    
      Charlotte narrowed her eyes, her expression skeptical. “Oh, really? Then why don’t I see them here? I think you’re lying.”
    

    
      David shook his head quickly. “No, I’m not lying. I cleaned them last night. I just didn’t bring them with me today.”
    

    
      Charlotte stepped closer, her eyes blazing. “You were supposed to bring them. I told you to clean them, and I expected them to be here. Do you ever listen to anything I say?”
    

    
      Before David could respond, Charlotte reached out and grabbed his ear, pulling him closer. He winced, the pain sharp and unexpected. “You need to learn to listen,” she hissed, her voice low and menacing. “I wanted them cleaned and looking brand new. But now they’re not here. Explain that.”
    

    
      David’s voice was strained as he tried to speak, Charlotte’s grip still tight on his ear. “I… I’ll bring them tomorrow. I promise.”
    

    
      Charlotte’s eyes narrowed further, and she leaned in closer, her breath hot against his face. “No. You’ll bring them after school today. Understand?”
    

    
      David hesitated, his mind racing. He had Emma’s classes to attend, her notes to take, and her assignment to finish. He didn’t have time to go home and get Charlotte’s shoes. But before he could say anything, Charlotte tightened her grip and repeated, “Understand?”
    

    
      David nodded quickly, his voice barely above a whisper. “Yes. I’ll bring them after school.”
    

    
      Charlotte released his ear, a satisfied smirk spreading across her face. “Good. And don’t be late.”
    

    
      When the bell rang, signaling the start of classes, David followed Charlotte. She led the way, her stride confident and commanding, while David trailed behind, his shoulders slumped and his head down. As they entered the classroom, Charlotte turned to him, her tone casual but firm.
    

    
      “You’re sitting in front of me,” she said, pointing to a desk near the middle of the room. “And you’re taking notes for Emma. Don’t mess it up.”
    

    
      David nodded silently and took his seat, pulling out a notebook and pen. Charlotte sat directly behind him, her presence looming like a shadow. As the teacher began the lecture, David tried to focus, but it was nearly impossible with Charlotte’s constant interruptions.
    

    
      She tapped his shoulder repeatedly, her voice a low whisper. “Write that down. That’s important.”
    

    
      “Did you get that last part? Emma will need to know that.”
    

    
      “Hey, pass me a piece of paper. I need to write something.”
    

    
      Each time, David complied, his frustration growing but his protests unspoken. He could feel the weight of Charlotte’s expectations pressing down on him, her demands relentless and unyielding.
    

    
      When the bell rang for the break, most students filed out of the classroom, eager to stretch their legs and grab a snack. David stayed in his seat, his head resting on his arms as he tried to catch his breath. But his moment of peace was short-lived.
    

    
      He felt a sharp kick against the back of his chair, followed by another. He turned to see Charlotte leaning back in her seat, her feet propped up against his chair. She smirked when she saw his face.
    

    
      “Hey, wimp,” she said, her tone mocking. “It’s Emma’s turn to treat me today. I want a latte macchiato from Starbucks and a panini to go. Get moving.”
    

    
      David blinked, his exhaustion evident. “Can’t it just be regular coffee from the cafeteria? Starbucks is all the way across campus, and I might not make it back in time for the next class.”
    

    
      Charlotte’s smirk faded, replaced by a look of annoyance. She kicked his chair again, harder this time. “Did I stutter? I said I want a latte macchiato and a panini from Starbucks. Now go.”
    

    
      David hesitated, his mind racing. He didn’t have time for this. He had Emma’s notes to finish, her assignment to start, and now Charlotte’s shoes to retrieve after school. But before he could protest, Charlotte leaned forward, her voice low and threatening.
    

    
      “If you’re not back in time, I’ll make sure Emma hears all about how you failed to do your job. Now move.”
    

    
      David stood up slowly, his shoulders heavy with the weight of her demands. He grabbed his bag and headed for the door, his steps slow and reluctant. As he walked, he could hear Charlotte’s voice behind him, loud enough for the remaining students to hear.
    

    
      “Don’t forget my panini!” she called, her laughter echoing in the hallway.
    

    
      The walk to Starbucks felt like a march to his doom. David’s mind was a whirlwind of frustration, resentment, and exhaustion. He couldn’t believe he was doing this—running errands for Charlotte, taking notes for Emma, and sacrificing his own time and energy for people who didn’t seem to care about him at all.
    

    
      As he stood in line at Starbucks, his phone buzzed with a message from Emma. 
      “How’s it going? Did you get good notes for me?”
    

    
      David stared at the screen, his fingers hovering over the keyboard. He wanted to tell her the truth—that he was drowning under the weight of her and Charlotte’s demands. But instead, he typed, 
      “Yeah, it’s going fine. I’ll have everything ready for you.”
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 3
    

    
      David hurried back to the classroom, the Starbucks latte macchiato and panini carefully balanced in his hands. His heart was racing, partly from the brisk walk across campus and partly from the anxiety of being late. He pushed open the classroom door, his eyes scanning the room for Charlotte. She was already seated, her phone in hand, scrolling through something with a bored expression.
    

    
      He approached her desk and set the coffee and panini down in front of her, his movements cautious, as if he were handling something fragile. Charlotte didn’t look up, didn’t acknowledge his presence, didn’t even mutter a word of thanks. She simply reached for the latte, took a sip, and let out a satisfied sigh, as if the drink had magically appeared before her.
    

    
      David stood there for a moment, unsure of what to do. He wanted to say something, to remind her that he had gone out of his way to get her what she wanted, but the words stuck in his throat. Instead, he quietly returned to his seat, his shoulders slumped and his mind swirling with frustration.
    

    
      The teacher resumed the lecture, and David tried to focus, his pen poised over his notebook. But Charlotte wasn’t done with him yet. Every few minutes, she would tap his shoulder or kick the back of his chair, her voice a low whisper.
    

    
      “Write that down. Emma will need to know that.”
    

    
      “Did you get the last part? It’s important.”
    

    
      “Hey, pass me a pen. Mine’s out of ink.”
    

    
      Each time, David complied, his frustration growing but his protests unspoken. He could feel the weight of Charlotte’s expectations pressing down on him, her demands relentless and unyielding. He glanced at the clock, counting down the minutes until the end of the class, hoping for a moment of respite.
    

    
      When the bell finally rang, signaling the start of the lunch break, David let out a quiet sigh of relief. He packed up his things quickly, eager to escape the classroom and the suffocating presence of Charlotte. But as he stood up, Charlotte’s voice stopped him in his tracks.
    

    
      “Where do you think you’re going?” she asked, her tone sharp and demanding.
    

    
      David turned to face her, his expression wary. “I… I was going to head home. I need to start working on Emma’s assignment.”
    

    
      Charlotte rolled her eyes, as if the idea of David having his own responsibilities was utterly ridiculous. “Oh, no, no, no. You’re not going anywhere. You’re coming with me to the student restaurant.”
    

    
      David’s heart sank. “But… I really need to—”
    

    
      Charlotte cut him off with a wave of her hand. “I don’t care what you need to do. You’re carrying my bag and my tray. Now, let’s go.”
    

    
      She shoved her backpack into his arms before he could protest, the weight of it nearly knocking him off balance. David hesitated, his mind racing. He wanted to say no, to tell her that he had his own work to do, but the look in Charlotte’s eyes stopped him. She was daring him to defy her, and he knew better than to try.
    

    
      The student restaurant was bustling with activity, the air filled with the sounds of chatter, laughter, and the clinking of cutlery. David followed Charlotte through the line, her backpack slung over his shoulder and a tray balanced precariously in his hands. Charlotte moved with purpose, her eyes scanning the options as she piled her tray high with food.
    

    
      “I’ll take that,” she said, pointing to a slice of pizza. “And that. Oh, and a salad. And don’t forget the dessert.”
    

    
      David complied, his movements mechanical as he added each item to the tray. His stomach growled, a reminder that he hadn’t eaten since breakfast, but he didn’t dare ask for anything for himself. Charlotte didn’t even glance at him, her attention fully absorbed by the food.
    

    
      When they reached the cashier, Charlotte turned to David, her expression expectant. “Well? Pay up.”
    

    
      David blinked, caught off guard. “Wait… what?”
    

    
      Charlotte rolled her eyes, as if his confusion was somehow an inconvenience. “You’re paying. Obviously. I don’t carry cash.”
    

    
      David’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t argue. He pulled out his wallet and handed over the money, his heart sinking as he watched the cashier count out the bills. He couldn’t afford this, not with the mountain of tasks waiting for him at home, but he didn’t have a choice.
    

    
      They found a table near the window, and Charlotte sat down, her tray piled high with food. David stood awkwardly beside her, unsure of what to do. Charlotte glanced up at him, her expression one of mild annoyance.
    

    
      “What are you standing there for? Sit down.”
    

    
      David hesitated, then pulled out a chair and sat down across from her. He set Charlotte’s backpack on the floor beside him and folded his hands in his lap, his stomach growling as he watched her eat.
    

    
      Charlotte took a bite of her pizza, her eyes scanning the room as she chewed. After a moment, she glanced at David, her nose wrinkling in distaste. “Ugh, this is so awkward. Why are you just sitting there like that?”
    

    
      David blinked, his cheeks flushing. “I… I thought you wanted me to sit with you.”
    

    
      Charlotte rolled her eyes. “No, I didn’t. I just didn’t want you hovering over me like some creepy stalker. Go stand over there.” She pointed to a corner of the restaurant, her tone dismissive. “Face the wall or something. I’ll call you when I’m done.”
    

    
      David’s heart sank, but he didn’t argue. He stood up, his movements slow and deliberate, and walked over to the corner Charlotte had indicated. He just stood there, his back to the room, and stared at the wall in front of him.
    

    
      As David was standing there, his mind swirling with frustration and resentment, he couldn’t help but wonder how he had ended up in this situation. He had always been the one to help, the one to go above and beyond for others, but it never seemed to be enough. No matter what he did, no matter how much he sacrificed, it was never appreciated.
    

    
      He glanced over his shoulder, his eyes landing on Charlotte. She was laughing now, her phone in hand as she texted someone, her food forgotten on the tray in front of her. She looked so carefree, so oblivious to the weight of her demands.
    

    
      When Charlotte finally called him over, her tray empty and her phone tucked into her pocket, He walked over to her, his movements heavy with exhaustion.
    

    
      “Took you long enough,” Charlotte said, her tone teasing. She stood up and grabbed her backpack, slinging it over his shoulder. David walked outside the student restaurant, Charlotte’s backpack slung over his shoulder, his mind racing with the weight of everything he still had to do. Emma’s assignment loomed over him like a dark cloud, its deadline creeping closer with every passing minute.
    

    
      Charlotte emerged from the restaurant, her phone in hand and a satisfied smile on her face. She glanced at David, her expression casual, as if she hadn’t just spent the last hour bossing him around. “Alright, let’s go. I have a class in ten minutes.”
    

    
      David hesitated, his voice quiet but firm. “Charlotte, I can’t go with you. Emma doesn’t have any classes this afternoon, so I don’t need to take notes for her. I really need to start working on her assignment. It’s due tonight.”
    

    
      Charlotte stopped in her tracks and turned to face him, her eyebrows raised in mock surprise. “Oh, really? Well, that’s too bad, because 
      I
       have a class this afternoon, and you’re coming with me.”
    

    
      David’s heart sank, but he tried to stand his ground. “Charlotte, I can’t. I have to—”
    

    
      She cut him off with a wave of her hand, her tone dismissive. “Relax, David. Let’s make a deal. You don’t have to take notes for me. How does that sound?”
    

    
      David blinked, caught off guard by her sudden offer. “What… what do you mean?”
    

    
      Charlotte smiled, her expression almost sweet. “It’s simple. You come to my class, but you don’t have to take notes. You just sit there. Easy, right?”
    

    
      David frowned, his confusion growing. “But… what am I supposed to do, then? Just sit there and do nothing?”
    

    
      Charlotte shrugged, her smile widening. “Pretty much. But you’ll still carry my bag for me. Deal?”
    

    
      David hesitated, his mind racing. He didn’t want to go to Charlotte’s class—he had so much work to do—but he also knew better than to argue with her. Reluctantly, he nodded. “Fine. But just this once.”
    

    
      Charlotte’s smile turned triumphant. “Great. Let’s go.”
    

    
      As they walked through the bustling hallways, David couldn’t shake the feeling of being trapped. Charlotte’s backpack felt heavier than usual, its weight a constant reminder of the demands she placed on him. He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye, his frustration simmering just beneath the surface.
    

    
      Charlotte, on the other hand, seemed completely at ease. She chatted animatedly about her plans for the weekend, her voice bright and carefree, as if she hadn’t just upended David’s entire afternoon. She didn’t seem to notice—or care—that he was barely responding, his mind preoccupied with the mountain of tasks waiting for him at home.
    

    
      When they reached the classroom, Charlotte paused at the door and glanced around the room, her eyes scanning the rows of seats. “Hmm… not a lot of space today,” she muttered, more to herself than to David. She spotted an empty seat at the end of a row, near the aisle, and pointed to it. “There. That’s my spot.”
    

    
      David followed her to the seat, his shoulders tense and his movements slow. He set her backpack down beside the chair and stepped back, expecting her to sit down. But Charlotte turned to him, her expression expectant.
    

    
      “Well? Sit down.”
    

    
      David blinked, his confusion evident. “Where? There’s no seat for me.”
    

    
      Charlotte rolled her eyes, as if his question was somehow ridiculous. “You’ll sit in the aisle. Right here.” She pointed to the floor at her feet, her tone casual, as if she were asking him to do something completely normal.
    

    
      David stared at her, his mind racing. “You… you want me to sit on the floor?”
    

    
      Charlotte shrugged, her smile sweet but her eyes glinting with mischief. “Why not? It’s not like you’re doing anything important. Besides, this way, you can hand me things during class. My water bottle, a pen, my notebook… you know, the usual.”
    

    
      David’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t argue. He knew better than to try. Reluctantly, he sat down on the floor, his back against the wall and Charlotte’s backpack on his lap. The cold, hard floor was uncomfortable, but he tried to ignore it, focusing instead on the task at hand.
    

    
      As the professor began the lecture, David sat quietly, his hands resting on Charlotte’s backpack. He tried to focus on the material, but it was nearly impossible with Charlotte’s constant interruptions.
    

    
      “David, hand me my water bottle.”
    

    
      “Where’s my pen? Oh, never mind, I found it.”
    

    
      “Can you pass me my notebook? Thanks.”
    

    
      Each time, David complied, his movements mechanical and his frustration growing. He could feel the weight of Charlotte’s expectations pressing down on him, her demands relentless and unyielding. He glanced at the clock, counting down the minutes until the end of the class, hoping for a moment of respite.
    

    
      As the minutes ticked by, David’s frustration grew. He couldn’t believe he was sitting on the floor, handing Charlotte things like some kind of servant. He wanted to stand up, to walk out, to tell her that he had his own work to do. But he didn’t. He couldn’t.
    

    
      But Charlotte wasn’t done with him yet. As the lecture dragged on, she reached down and ran her fingers through his hair, her touch casual but deliberate. David froze, his heart pounding in his chest. He wanted to pull away, to tell her to stop, but he didn’t dare. Instead, he sat there, his jaw clenched and his hands gripping the straps of her backpack.
    

    
      When the lecture finally ended, David stood up slowly, his legs stiff from sitting on the floor for so long. He handed Charlotte her backpack, his movements heavy with exhaustion.
    

    
      Charlotte took it without a word, her attention already focused on her phone. She glanced at David, her expression casual. “Thanks for your help. I’ll see you later.”
    

    
      David nodded silently, his mind a whirlwind of emotions. He watched as Charlotte walked away, her steps light and carefree, completely oblivious to the turmoil brewing inside him.
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 04
    

    
      David trudged up the stairs to the apartment, his shoulders heavy with exhaustion. The weight of Charlotte’s demands and the looming deadline for Emma’s assignment pressed down on him like a physical burden. He fumbled with his keys, his hands trembling slightly, and pushed open the door.
    

    
      The apartment was quiet, save for the faint sound of music coming from Emma’s room. David dropped his bag by the door and made his way to the kitchen, his stomach growling as he realized he hadn’t eaten since breakfast. He opened the fridge, hoping to find something quick to snack on, but it was nearly empty—just a half-empty carton of milk and a few condiments.
    

    
      As he closed the fridge, Emma’s voice called out from her room, bright and cheerful. “David! Is that you?”
    

    
      David sighed, his heart sinking. “Yeah, it’s me.”
    

    
      Emma appeared in the doorway, her hair tied up in a messy bun and a wide smile on her face. She was wearing one of his hoodies, the sleeves rolled up to her elbows, and she looked as carefree as ever. “Good, you’re back. I was starting to think you’d forgotten about my assignment.”
    

    
      David forced a weak smile, though his frustration simmered just beneath the surface. “No, I didn’t forget. I’ll start on it right away.”
    

    
      Emma’s smile widened, and she walked over to him, her steps light and playful. “Great! I knew I could count on you. Oh, and don’t worry—I already made a list of everything you need to include. It’s on my desk.”
    

    
      David nodded, his mind already racing with the mountain of work ahead of him. “Thanks. I’ll get started.”
    

    
      David settled at the small desk in the corner of the living room, his laptop open and Emma’s notes spread out in front of him. The assignment was a detailed analysis of a novel, complete with citations, references, and a critical essay. It was the kind of work David excelled at, but the sheer volume of it was overwhelming.
    

    
      He took a deep breath and began typing, his fingers moving quickly across the keyboard. For a while, the only sound in the room was the soft clatter of keys and the occasional hum of the laptop fan. David lost himself in the work, his focus narrowing to the words on the screen.
    

    
      But his peace didn’t last long.
    

    
      “David!” Emma’s voice cut through the silence, sharp and demanding.
    

    
      David jumped, his concentration shattered. He turned to see Emma standing in the doorway, her arms crossed and her expression expectant. “Yeah? What’s up?”
    

    
      Emma walked over to him, her steps slow and deliberate. “I’m bored. Entertain me.”
    

    
      David blinked, his confusion evident. “What do you mean? I’m working on your assignment.”
    

    
      Emma rolled her eyes, as if his response was somehow ridiculous. “I know that. But I’m bored. Can’t you take a break and talk to me for a bit?”
    

    
      David hesitated, his mind racing. He wanted to say no, to tell her that he didn’t have time for this, but the look in her eyes stopped him. Reluctantly, he nodded. “Sure. What do you want to talk about?”
    

    
      Emma smiled, her expression brightening instantly. “I don’t know. Tell me something interesting.”
    

    
      David frowned, his frustration growing. “I… I don’t know what to say.”
    

    
      Emma sighed, her tone teasing. “You’re so boring, David. Fine, I’ll think of something. Let’s play a game.”
    

    
      David’s heart sank. “A game? Emma, I really need to—”
    

    
      She cut him off with a wave of her hand. “Relax, it’ll be fun. I’ll ask you questions, and you have to answer them honestly. Ready?”
    

    
      Before David could respond, Emma began firing off questions, her tone playful but relentless.
    

    
      “What’s your favorite color?”
    

    
      “Uh… blue.”
    

    
      “Boring. What’s your favorite food?”
    

    
      “I don’t know… pizza?”
    

    
      Emma laughed, her eyes sparkling with amusement. “You’re so predictable. Okay, next question: have you ever had a crush on someone?”
    

    
      David’s cheeks flushed, and he glanced away. “I… I don’t know.”
    

    
      Emma’s smile widened, and she leaned in closer. “Oh, come on. You can tell me. I won’t judge.”
    

    
      David hesitated, his mind racing. He wanted to tell her the truth, to confess that he had feelings for her, but the words stuck in his throat. Instead, he shook his head. “I… I don’t think so.”
    

    
      Emma sighed, her expression one of mock disappointment. “You’re no fun. Fine, I’ll let you get back to work. But don’t think you’re off the hook yet.”
    

    
      David returned to his work, his mind still reeling from Emma’s questions. He tried to focus, but it was nearly impossible with the memory of her teasing smile lingering in his mind. He forced himself to keep typing, his fingers moving quickly across the keyboard.
    

    
      “David!” Emma’s voice called out again, this time from the kitchen.
    

    
      David sighed, his frustration growing. “Yeah? What is it now?”
    

    
      Emma appeared in the doorway, a bowl of cereal in her hands. “I’m hungry. Can you make me something to eat?”
    

    
      David blinked, his confusion evident. “You… you have cereal.”
    

    
      Emma glanced down at the bowl, as if she hadn’t noticed it before. “Oh, this? I don’t want cereal. I want something hot. Can you make me a grilled cheese?”
    

    
      David hesitated, his mind racing. He didn’t have time for this—he had so much work to do—but the look in Emma’s eyes stopped him. Reluctantly, he nodded. “Sure. I’ll make you a grilled cheese.”
    

    
      Emma’s smile widened, and she followed him into the kitchen, her steps light and playful. She leaned against the counter, watching as David pulled out a pan and began preparing the sandwich.
    

    
      “You’re such a good cook,” she said, her tone teasing. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.”
    

    
      David forced a weak smile, though his frustration simmered just beneath the surface. “Yeah, no problem.”
    

    
      When the grilled cheese was ready, David handed it to Emma, his movements slow and deliberate. She took it with a smile, her eyes sparkling with amusement. “Thanks, David. You’re the best.”
    

    
      As David returned to his desk, he glanced over his shoulder, his eyes landing on Emma. She was curled up on the couch, a blanket wrapped around her shoulders, her attention focused on her phone. She looked so carefree, so oblivious to the weight of her demands.
    

    
      The clock on the wall ticked steadily, its hands creeping closer to midnight. David’s eyes were heavy with exhaustion, but he forced himself to keep working. Emma’s assignment was due in a few hours, and he was determined to finish it on time.
    

    
      He leaned back in his chair, rubbing his temples as he tried to focus. The words on the screen blurred together, and he blinked hard, trying to clear his vision. He reached for his coffee mug, only to find it empty. With a sigh, he stood up and made his way to the kitchen, his steps slow and deliberate.
    

    
      As he refilled his mug, the sound of Emma’s voice drifted down the hallway. She was on the phone, her tone bright and cheerful, as if she didn’t have a care in the world. David paused, his heart sinking as he realized she was talking to Charlotte.
    

    
      David returned to his desk, his coffee in hand, and tried to focus on the assignment. But Emma’s voice was impossible to ignore. She was laughing now, her voice carrying through the thin walls of the apartment.
    

    
      “Oh my God, Charlotte, you’re hilarious!” Emma said, her tone playful. “No, no, tell me more. What did he do?”
    

    
      David’s stomach churned as he realized they were talking about him. He tried to block out the sound, to focus on the words on the screen, but it was no use. Emma’s laughter was like a knife, cutting through his concentration.
    

    
      A moment later, the door to his room creaked open, and Emma walked in, her phone pressed to her ear. She was still laughing, her eyes sparkling with amusement. She glanced at David, her expression one of mock innocence, and sat down on his bed, crossing her legs as if she owned the place.
    

    
      “Hey, David,” she said, her tone casual. “Charlotte says you were a big help in class today. Is that true?”
    

    
      David hesitated, his mind racing. “Uh… I guess so. I mean, I was there.”
    

    
      Emma’s smile widened, and she turned her attention back to the phone. “Did you hear that, Charlotte? He says he was there. Isn’t that sweet?”
    

    
      Charlotte’s voice crackled through the phone, loud enough for David to hear. “Oh, please. He’s such a pushover. I can’t believe he actually sat on the floor for me. What a loser.”
    

    
      Emma laughed, her eyes glinting with mischief. “I know, right? He’s like… the perfect little helper. Always there when you need him.”
    

    
      David’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t say anything. He tried to focus on the assignment, but Emma’s voice was impossible to ignore.
    

    
      Charlotte’s voice grew louder, her tone dripping with sarcasm. “I mean, seriously, Emma, what is he even good for? He’s not exactly what I’d call manly. More like… a glorified errand boy.”
    

    
      Emma giggled, her hand covering her mouth as if she were trying to stifle her laughter. “Oh my God, Charlotte, you’re so mean. But you’re not wrong. He’s definitely not like that guy I met at the club the other night. Now 
      that
       was a real man.”
    

    
      Charlotte snorted, her voice crackling through the phone. “Please. David couldn’t even compare. He’s more like… a little puppy. Always following you around, doing whatever you say.”
    

    
      Emma’s laughter grew louder, her eyes sparkling with amusement. She glanced at David, her tongue poking out between her teeth in a playful gesture. “You’re so bad, Charlotte. But you’re right. He’s like… my little wimp. Always there to do my bidding.”
    

    
      As the conversation continued, David’s mind swirled with a mix of emotions—anger, frustration, and a deep, aching sadness. He had always known that Charlotte didn’t respect him, but hearing them talk about him like this was a whole new level of hurt.
    

    
      When Emma finally hung up the phone, her laughter fading into silence, David let out a quiet sigh of relief. He stood up slowly, his legs stiff from sitting for so long, and walked over to the window, his mind swirling with unspoken thoughts.
    

    
      Emma watched him, her expression one of mild curiosity. “Hey, David, are you okay? You look… tense.”
    

    
      David hesitated, his mind racing. He wanted to tell her the truth, to confess how much her words had hurt him, but the look in her eyes stopped him. Instead, he forced a weak smile. “Yeah, I’m fine. Just… tired.”
    

    
      Emma’s smile widened, and she stood up, walking over to him. She placed a hand on his shoulder, her touch casual but deliberate. “Well, don’t work too hard. You’re my little helper, remember? I need you in top shape.”
    

    
      David nodded silently, his jaw tight and his hands clenched into fists. He watched as Emma walked out of the room, her steps light and carefree, completely oblivious to the turmoil brewing inside him.
    

    
      ---
    

    
      The soft glow of morning sunlight filtered through the curtains, casting a warm, golden hue across the apartment. Emma stretched lazily in her bed, her arms reaching above her head as she let out a contented sigh. She had slept well, her dreams filled with the echoes of last night’s laughter and the lingering excitement of her evening out. As she sat up, her hair tousled and her eyes still heavy with sleep, she glanced at the clock on her nightstand. It was already past 9 a.m.
    

    
      “Finally, a good night’s sleep,” she murmured to herself, a small smile playing on her lips. She swung her legs over the side of the bed and stood up, her movements slow and deliberate. She grabbed her phone from the nightstand and scrolled through her notifications, her smile widening as she saw a message from Charlotte.
    

    
      “Hey, girl! Last night was amazing. We should do it again soon. 😉”
    

    
      Emma chuckled softly and typed a quick reply. 
      “Definitely! Let’s plan something for this weekend. 💃”
    

    
      With her phone still in hand, she made her way out of her room and into the living room. The apartment was quiet, save for the faint sound of David’s soft snoring coming from the couch. Emma’s smile turned mischievous as she approached him, her steps light and playful.
    

    
      David was sprawled on the couch, his head resting on a pillow and a blanket haphazardly draped over him. His laptop was still open on the coffee table, the screen dark but the faint hum of the fan indicating it had been used recently. His face was relaxed in sleep, though the dark circles under his eyes hinted at the long night he’d had.
    

    
      Emma stood over him, her hands on her hips, and gave him a gentle nudge with her foot. “David. Wake up.”
    

    
      David stirred, his eyes fluttering open as he blinked up at her. “Huh? What’s going on?”
    

    
      Emma smirked, her tone teasing. “Good morning, sleepyhead. I was just wondering if you managed to finish my assignment last night. You know, the one that was 
      so
       important?”
    

    
      David sat up slowly, rubbing his eyes as he tried to shake off the remnants of sleep. “Yeah, I finished it. I stayed up late to make sure everything was perfect. I submitted it at 11:50.”
    

    
      Emma’s smile faltered, her expression shifting to one of mild annoyance. “11:50? That’s cutting it close, David. You had ten more minutes to double-check everything. What if you missed something?”
    

    
      David frowned, his confusion evident. “I… I checked everything multiple times. I made sure it was perfect.”
    

    
      Emma crossed her arms, her tone sharp. “Perfect? Perfect would have been submitting it at 11:59 after one final review. You know how important this assignment is to me. I expect nothing less than perfection.”
    

    
      David’s shoulders slumped, his exhaustion evident. “Emma, I did my best. I stayed up all night working on it. I didn’t want to let you down.”
    

    
      Emma’s expression softened slightly, though her tone remained firm. “Well, for your sake, I hope it’s good enough. But just so you know, this can’t happen again. I don’t have time for mistakes.”
    

    
      David nodded silently, his jaw tight and his hands clenched into fists. He wanted to say something, to stand up for himself, but the words stuck in his throat. Instead, he sat there, his eyes fixed on the floor.
    

    
      Emma’s smile returned, her tone light and playful once more. “Anyway, since you’re already up, how about making me some coffee? I’m dying for a cup.”
    

    
      David hesitated, his mind racing. He had just woken up, his body still heavy with exhaustion, but he knew better than to argue with Emma. Reluctantly, he nodded. “Sure. I’ll make you some coffee.”
    

    
      Emma’s smile widened, and she patted him on the shoulder as if he were a well-behaved pet. “Thanks, David. You’re the best.”
    

    
      As David stood up and made his way to the kitchen, his mind swirled with a mix of emotions—anger, frustration, and a deep, aching sadness. He could hear Emma humming to herself in the living room, her voice bright and carefree, as if she hadn’t just upended his entire morning.
    

    
      The aroma of freshly brewed coffee filled the small kitchen as David poured a cup for Emma. His movements were slow and deliberate, his body still heavy with exhaustion from the long night he’d spent working on her assignment. He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye, his heart sinking as he noticed the way she was looking at him—her expression a mix of amusement and something else he couldn’t quite place.
    

    
      Emma leaned against the counter, her arms crossed and her eyes fixed on him. “You look terrible, David,” she said, her tone casual but with a hint of concern. “Did you even sleep last night?”
    

    
      David hesitated, his voice quiet. “Not much. I wanted to make sure your assignment was perfect.”
    

    
      Emma’s smile widened, her eyes sparkling with amusement. “Aw, that’s so sweet. You really do put me first, don’t you? Even before yourself.”
    

    
      David nodded, his voice barely above a whisper. “Yeah. I just… I want to make sure you’re happy.”
    

    
      Emma’s smile turned triumphant, and she clapped her hands together, the sound sharp and sudden in the quiet kitchen. “I knew it! I’m like a goddess to you, aren’t I?”
    

    
      David blinked, caught off guard by her words. “Uh… I guess so.”
    

    
      Emma’s laughter rang out, bright and carefree. “Oh, come on, David. Admit it. You worship me, don’t you?”
    

    
      David’s cheeks flushed, but he didn’t deny it. “Yeah… I do.”
    

    
      Emma’s smile widened, and she stepped closer, her eyes glinting with mischief. “Well, if I’m a goddess, then that makes you… what? A mere mortal? A lowly underling?”
    

    
      David hesitated, his mind racing. “I… I guess so.”
    

    
      Emma’s laughter grew louder, her tone teasing. “Oh, David, you’re so predictable. But I like it. It’s cute.”
    

    
      Emma’s smile turned sly, and she leaned in closer, her voice low and playful. “You know, if I’m a goddess, then you’re definitely not my equal. You’re way down there, at the bottom of the ladder. Far, far below me.”
    

    
      David’s heart sank, but he didn’t argue. Instead, he nodded silently, his eyes fixed on the floor.
    

    
      Emma’s smile widened, and she reached out, running her fingers through his hair in a gesture that was almost affectionate. “You’re like… my little servant. Always there to do my bidding. Always putting me first. It’s kind of adorable, really.”
    

    
      David’s jaw tightened, but he didn’t pull away. Instead, he sat there, his mind swirling with unspoken thoughts.
    

    
      Emma’s smile turned serious, her tone firm. “But you know, David, a goddess has certain expectations. She needs to be worshipped. Adored. Taken care of. And you… you’re perfect for that.”
    

    
      David hesitated, his voice quiet. “I… I’ll do my best.”
    

    
      Emma’s smile widened, and she leaned in closer, her eyes glinting with mischief. “Oh, I know you will. You always do. But just so you know, I expect nothing less than perfection. You’re my little underling, after all. And underlings don’t get to make mistakes.”
    

    
      David nodded silently, his jaw tight and his hands clenched into fists. He wanted to say something, to stand up for himself, but the words stuck in his throat.
    

    
      The morning sunlight streamed through the windows of the apartment, casting a warm glow over the cluttered living room. David sat at the kitchen table, a half-empty cup of coffee in front of him, his mind still foggy from the lack of sleep. Emma stood across from him, her arms crossed and her expression one of mild amusement.
    

    
      “So,” Emma said, her tone casual, “what are your plans for today while I’m at class?”
    

    
      David hesitated, his voice quiet. “I… I was thinking of taking the day off. Maybe resting a bit. I could use some time for myself.”
    

    
      Emma nodded slowly, her expression thoughtful. But as soon as David finished speaking, her smile widened, and she shook her head. “No. That’s not what you’re going to do.”
    

    
      David blinked, his confusion evident. “What do you mean?”
    

    
      Emma’s smile turned sly, and she gestured around the apartment. “Look at this place, David. It’s a mess. You’re not going to sit around and do nothing while I’m gone. You’re going to clean.”
    

    
      David’s heart sank, but he didn’t argue. Instead, he nodded silently, his shoulders slumping in resignation. Emma’s smile widened, and she began listing off tasks, her tone casual but firm. “First, you’re going to mop the floors. Make sure you get every corner—I don’t want to see a single speck of dirt. Then, you’re going to clean the windows. Inside and out. I want them sparkling.”
    

    
      David nodded, his mind already racing with the mountain of work ahead of him.
    

    
      Emma continued, her voice bright and cheerful. “After that, you’re going to deep clean my bedroom. Dust everything, organize my closet, and make sure my bed is perfectly made. Oh, and don’t forget to do my laundry. Take it down to the machines in the basement, wash it, dry it, iron it, and put it all back in my closet. Neatly.”
    

    
      David’s eyes widened, but he didn’t protest. Instead, he nodded again, his jaw tight and his hands clenched into fists.
    

    
      Emma’s smile turned triumphant, and she added, “And while you’re at it, you might as well dust the entire apartment and make sure the kitchen is spotless. I want it to look like no one even lives here.”
    

    
      David hesitated, his voice quiet. “That… that’s a lot of work.”
    

    
      Emma shrugged, her tone casual. “Well, you’re not doing anything else today, are you? And don’t forget—perfection is the only option. No mistakes.”
    

    
      ---
    

    
      As David began his tasks, his mind swirling with frustration and exhaustion, a few hours later his phone buzzed with a notification. He glanced at the screen and saw a message from Emma. It was a photo of her and Charlotte sitting at a sunny outdoor café, their glasses raised in a toast. The caption read: 
      “Having the best time! Don’t forget—no eating until everything is done. 😘”
    

    
      David’s stomach growled, a reminder that he hadn’t eaten since breakfast, but he didn’t dare argue. Instead, he returned to his tasks, his movements slow and deliberate.
    

    
      A few minutes later, his phone buzzed again. This time, it was another message from Emma. 
      “Oh, and two more things: clean out the fridge and organize the pantry. Make sure everything is labeled and in order. No excuses!”
    

    
      David sighed, his frustration growing. He glanced at the clock and realized he still had hours of work ahead of him. His stomach growled again, but he ignored it, focusing instead on the tasks at hand.
    

    
      As the afternoon wore on, David’s exhaustion grew. His arms ached from scrubbing, his back hurt from bending over, and his stomach growled with hunger. But he didn’t stop. He couldn’t. Emma’s words echoed in his mind, a constant reminder of the expectations she had placed on him.
    

    
      Finally, as the sun began to set, David sent Emma a message. 
      “I’m done. Can I take a break now?”
    

    
      The response came almost immediately. 
      “Almost. Start polishing all my boots and shoes. I’ll be home soon, and I want them shining. No breaks until I get there. 😘”
    

    
      David’s heart sank, but he didn’t argue. Instead, he grabbed a cloth and began polishing Emma’s boots, his movements slow and deliberate. His mind swirled with unspoken thoughts, but he pushed them aside, focusing instead on the task at hand.
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 05
    

    
      The sound of the front door opening snapped David out of his focus. He was kneeling in the hallway, a polishing cloth in one hand and one of Emma’s boots in the other. His back ached from hours of scrubbing, dusting, and organizing, but he hadn’t dared to stop. Emma’s words echoed in his mind: 
      “No breaks until I get there.”
       He glanced up, his heart sinking as he saw not only Emma but also Charlotte stepping into the apartment.
    

    
      Emma’s laughter filled the hallway, bright and carefree, as she kicked off her shoes and walked over to David. She ruffled his hair playfully, her touch casual but deliberate. “Look at this, Charlotte,” she said, her tone teasing. “I told you my little Wimp would be here, polishing my shoes like the good little helper he is. He 
      adores
       me.”
    

    
      Charlotte smirked, her eyes glinting with amusement as she stepped closer. She crossed her arms and looked down at David, her expression one of mild disdain. “Well, well. If it isn’t the famous David. On his knees, just where he belongs.”
    

    
      David’s cheeks flushed, but he didn’t say anything. He kept his eyes fixed on the floor, his hands trembling slightly as he clutched the boot.
    

    
      Emma leaned against the wall, her arms crossed and her smile widening. “Oh, but he’s good at it, Charlotte. He polished your boots too, didn’t he? Did you ever thank him for that?”
    

    
      Charlotte snorted, her tone dripping with sarcasm. “Thank him? 
      Him?
       He should be thanking 
      us
       for letting him get this close to our shoes. And for allowing him to be in our presence at all.”
    

    
      Emma laughed, her voice light and carefree, but there was a sharp edge to it. She glanced at David, her expression one of mock sympathy. “Well, David, you heard her. Thank Charlotte for letting you clean her boots.”
    

    
      David swallowed hard, his throat dry. He kept his eyes on the floor, his voice barely above a whisper. “Thank you, Charlotte.”
    

    
      Charlotte’s smirk widened, and she stepped closer, her movements slow and deliberate. She reached down and grabbed a fistful of David’s hair, yanking his head back so he was forced to look up at her. The pain was sharp and sudden, and David winced, but he didn’t dare pull away.
    

    
      “Louder, Wimp,” Charlotte said, her voice cold and commanding.
    

    
      David’s heart pounded in his chest, but he forced himself to speak, his voice trembling. “Thank you, Charlotte.”
    

    
      Charlotte’s grip tightened, her nails digging into his scalp, and she leaned in closer, her breath hot against his face. “You’re welcome. But don’t think this means anything. You’re still just the help.”
    

    
      She released his hair with a sharp tug, and David’s head snapped forward, his vision blurring slightly from the pain. Before he could recover, Charlotte gave him a light slap on the back of his head, the sound sharp and sudden in the quiet hallway.
    

    
      “You’ll be doing more for me soon enough,” she said, her tone casual but with a hint of menace. She turned and walked over to the couch, her steps light and carefree, as if nothing had happened.
    

    
      Emma watched the exchange with a small smile, her expression one of mild amusement. She glanced at David, her tone almost sympathetic. “Don’t take it personally, David. Charlotte’s just… like that. But you know you’re important to me, right?”
    

    
      The living room was bathed in the warm glow of the evening light, the soft hum of conversation filling the air. Emma and Charlotte sat on the couch, their legs tucked beneath them as they chatted animatedly about their day. Emma’s laughter was bright and carefree, while Charlotte’s tone was sharp and teasing, her words laced with sarcasm. David sat awkwardly on the edge of the couch, his presence almost an afterthought. He had wanted to retreat to his room to rest after a long day of cleaning and polishing, but Emma had insisted he stay.
    

    
      “Come on, David,” Emma had said, her voice sweet but firm. “Sit with us. You’re part of this too, you know.”
    

    
      David had hesitated, his exhaustion evident, but the playful way Emma had rubbed his arm as she spoke had made it impossible to refuse. Now, he sat there, his hands folded in his lap, trying to blend into the background as Charlotte and Emma dominated the conversation.
    

    
      Emma leaned back against the couch, her eyes sparkling with amusement as she turned to Charlotte. “So, what do you want to drink? David can get it for you.”
    

    
      Charlotte smirked, her gaze flicking to David. “Oh, how generous of you, Emma. Let’s see… I’ll take a glass of wine. Red, if you have it.”
    

    
      Emma nodded and turned to David, her tone casual. “You heard her. A glass of red wine for Charlotte. And bring me one too, please.”
    

    
      David stood up quickly, eager to escape the tension in the room. “Sure. I’ll be right back.”
    

    
      As he walked to the kitchen, he could hear Charlotte’s voice behind him, her tone dripping with sarcasm. “He’s so obedient, Emma. It’s almost cute.”
    

    
      Emma laughed, her voice light and carefree. “I know, right? He’s such a good helper.”
    

    
      When David returned with the glasses of wine, Charlotte was already scrolling through her phone, her expression one of mild boredom. “I’m starving,” she announced, her tone sharp. “Let’s order pizza.”
    

    
      Emma nodded, her smile widening. “Great idea. David, do you want anything?”
    

    
      David hesitated, his stomach growling at the thought of food. “Uh… sure. I could eat.”
    

    
      Charlotte rolled her eyes, her tone dismissive. “We’ll order two large pizzas. Emma and I will have one, and David can have whatever’s left.”
    

    
      Emma glanced at David, her expression almost apologetic, but she didn’t argue. Instead, she nodded and placed the order, her voice bright and cheerful as she spoke to the person on the other end of the line.
    

    
      ----- The doorbell rang, its chime cutting through the quiet hum of the apartment. Emma, lounging on the couch with Charlotte, gestured lazily toward David. “David, can you get that? It’s probably the pizza.”
    

    
      David nodded, setting down the glass of water he’d been holding. He walked to the door, his steps slow and deliberate, his mind still reeling from the day’s exhaustion. When he opened the door, he was greeted by a young woman, probably in her early twenties, holding two large pizza boxes. She had a bright, cheerful smile, her hair tied back in a loose ponytail, and her eyes sparkled with a playful energy.
    

    
      “Hi there!” she said, her voice warm and friendly. “I’ve got your pizzas. Two large ones, right?”
    

    
      David blinked, momentarily caught off guard by her beauty and the ease of her demeanor. “Uh, yeah. That’s us,” he said, his voice slightly hesitant. He glanced at the boxes in her hands and then back at her. “How much do I owe you?”
    

    
      The girl tilted her head slightly, her smile widening. “Let me check…” She shifted the boxes to one arm and pulled out a small receipt from her pocket. “That’ll be €28.50.”
    

    
      David nodded and reached for his wallet, his hands fumbling slightly as he pulled out the cash. As he handed it to her, their fingers brushed briefly, and he felt his cheeks flush. The girl noticed and chuckled softly, her eyes twinkling with amusement.
    

    
      “Thanks,” she said, tucking the money into her pocket. “You know, you’re pretty cute. Do you always answer the door looking this flustered, or am I just special?”
    

    
      David’s face turned an even deeper shade of red, and he stammered, “Uh… I guess you’re special.”
    

    
      The girl laughed, a light, melodic sound that made David’s heart skip a beat. “I like you,” she said, leaning in slightly. “You’re sweet. What’s your name?”
    

    
      “David,” he replied, his voice barely above a whisper. “And, uh… yours?”
    

    
      “I’m Lisa,” she said, her smile widening. “Nice to meet you, David. You know, if you ever want to grab a coffee or something, I’m usually free after my shifts.”
    

    
      David’s eyes widened, and he opened his mouth to respond, but before he could say anything, a sharp voice cut through the moment like a knife.
    

    
      “David, sweetie,” Charlotte called from the hallway, her tone dripping with sarcasm. “Stop bothering that poor girl. Your job in this world is to obey me, not to flirt with girls who are way out of your league.”
    

    
      David froze, his heart sinking as he turned to see Charlotte standing in the hallway, her arms crossed and her expression one of mild annoyance. Lisa, the delivery girl, giggled, her eyes sparkling with amusement.
    

    
      “Oh, I see,” Lisa said, her tone teasing. “You’ve already got a girlfriend.”
    

    
      Charlotte laughed, a sharp, mocking sound that made David’s cheeks burn with embarrassment. “Oh, he wishes,” Charlotte said, stepping closer. “No, David is just… our little helper. Isn’t that right, David?”
    

    
      David nodded silently, his eyes fixed on the floor. He could feel Lisa’s gaze on him, and the weight of Charlotte’s words pressed down on him like a physical force.
    

    
      Charlotte turned her attention to Lisa, her smile sweet but her eyes glinting with mischief. “I’m so sorry if he bothered you. He doesn’t usually get the chance to talk to pretty girls, besides me, so he doesn’t know how to behave.”
    

    
      Lisa laughed again, clearly enjoying the awkward situation. “Oh, it’s no problem. He’s actually kind of cute.”
    

    
      Charlotte’s smile widened, but there was a sharp edge to it. “Well, David, since you’ve been so… 
      friendly
       with Lisa here, why don’t you give her a double tip? Consider it an apology for wasting her time.”
    

    
      David’s heart sank, but he didn’t argue. He pulled out his wallet again, his hands trembling slightly as he handed Lisa an extra €10. “Uh… here. Sorry if I… uh… bothered you.”
    

    
      Lisa took the money, her smile never wavering. “Oh, don’t worry about it.”
    

    
      She turned and walked back to her scooter, her laughter lingering in the air as she left. David stood there for a moment, the pizzas in his hands, his mind swirling with a mix of emotions—embarrassment, frustration, and a deep, aching sadness.
    

    
      
    

    
      
    

    
      Chapter 
      06
    

    
      
        Thanks for all the feedback and the thumbs up! Means a lot.
        

        I hope you'll like where this story is going...
      
    

    
      ---------------------------------------------------------------------
    

    
      As David walked back to the living room, the pizzas in hand, Charlotte followed close behind, her tone sharp and mocking. “Well, that was embarrassing. Do you always make such a fool of yourself, or was that a special performance just for us?”
    

    
      David didn’t respond. He set the pizzas on the coffee table and sat down on the edge of the couch, his shoulders slumped and his eyes fixed on the floor.
    

    
      Emma, who had been watching the exchange with a small smile, reached over and patted David’s arm. “Don’t be too hard on him, Charlotte. He’s just… shy.”
    

    
      Charlotte rolled her eyes, her tone dismissive. “Shy? More like pathetic. But whatever. Let’s eat.”
    

    
      As Emma and Charlotte dug into the pizzas, their laughter filling the room, David sat there, his mind swirling with unspoken thoughts.
    

    
      The living room was filled with the savory aroma of freshly delivered pizza. Emma and Charlotte sat on the couch, each holding a slice, their laughter and chatter filling the room. David sat awkwardly on the edge of the couch, his stomach growling as he watched them eat. He had hoped to have a slice or two for himself, but it quickly became clear that wasn’t going to happen.
    

    
      Emma devoured her pizza with gusto, her eyes sparkling with satisfaction as she finished the last bite of her second slice. “Mmm, that was so good,” she said, licking her fingers. “I could eat pizza every day.”
    

    
      Charlotte, on the other hand, was more meticulous. She ate the toppings and cheese with precision, leaving behind the crusts, which she piled onto a plate. When she was done, she glanced at David, her smirk widening. “Here,” she said, pushing the plate of crusts toward him. “You can have these. Consider it your reward for being such a good little helper.”
    

    
      David hesitated, his stomach growling louder. He picked up one of the crusts and took a small bite, chewing slowly. “Uh… thanks,” he said, his voice quiet. “But… there’s not much flavor or sauce on the crust.”
    

    
      Charlotte laughed, her tone sharp and mocking. “Not much flavor? Oh, we can fix that.” She stood up and walked to the kitchen, her movements quick and deliberate. A moment later, she returned with a bottle of sriracha sauce in one hand and a mischievous grin on her face.
    

    
      “Here,” she said, squeezing a generous amount of the spicy sauce onto each crust. “Now you’ll have plenty of flavor. Ungrateful little wimp.”
    

    
      Emma giggled, her eyes sparkling with amusement as she watched Charlotte work. “Oh, Charlotte, you’re so creative.”
    

    
      Charlotte smirked and handed the plate back to David. “There you go. Eat up. And don’t leave a single bite, or else.”
    

    
      David stared at the plate of sauced-up crusts, his stomach churning at the thought of eating them. He picked up one of the crusts and took a cautious bite, his eyes watering almost immediately from the heat of the sriracha. He chewed slowly, trying to mask his discomfort, but it was no use.
    

    
      “Uh… this is really spicy,” he said, his voice strained. “Can I… maybe have something to drink?”
    

    
      Charlotte leaned back on the couch, her smirk widening. “Oh, no. It’s not healthy to eat and drink at the same time. You’ll have to finish everything first.”
    

    
      David’s heart sank, but he didn’t argue. He took another bite, his mouth burning with every chew. After a few more bites, he couldn’t take it anymore. “My mouth is on fire,” he said, his voice pleading. “Can I please have something to drink?”
    

    
      Emma glanced at Charlotte, her expression one of mild concern. “Maybe we should let him have a drink. He looks like he’s struggling.”
    

    
      Charlotte rolled her eyes, her tone dismissive. “Fine. But I’ll decide what he drinks.”
    

    
      She stood up and walked to the kitchen, her movements slow and deliberate. A moment later, she returned with a glass of water and a jar of mayonnaise. David’s eyes widened as she scooped a large spoonful of mayonnaise into the water and stirred it vigorously.
    

    
      “Here,” she said, holding the glass out to David. “Drink up.”
    

    
      David hesitated, his stomach churning at the thought of drinking the concoction. But before he could protest, Charlotte grabbed the back of his head and tilted it back, forcing the glass to his lips. She poured the mixture into his mouth, her movements quick and efficient.
    

    
      David choked slightly, the thick, oily liquid coating his throat as he struggled to swallow. Some of it spilled down his chin, and Charlotte wiped her hands on his hair, her smirk widening.
    

    
      “There,” she said, her tone sharp and mocking. “Now stop whining and finish your food. And don’t you dare complain about the taste or the burning again, okay, wimp?”
    

    
      David sat there, his mouth still burning from the sriracha and his stomach churning from the mayonnaise water. He picked up another crust and took a small bite, his movements slow and deliberate. Emma and Charlotte continued to chat and laugh, their voices bright and carefree, completely oblivious to the turmoil brewing inside him.
    

    
      The living room was a mess—empty pizza boxes stacked on the coffee table, plates with crumbs and crusts scattered around, and wine glasses half-filled with the remnants of Emma and Charlotte’s drinks. Emma leaned back on the couch, her legs tucked beneath her, while Charlotte lounged beside her, her phone in hand. Both of them looked perfectly at ease, as if the chaos around them was someone else’s problem.
    

    
      Emma glanced at David, who was standing awkwardly by the table, his hands full of dirty plates. “David, sweetie, can you clean this up for us? Charlotte and I are going to relax for a bit.”
    

    
      David nodded silently, his shoulders slumping slightly as he began gathering the plates and pizza boxes. He carried them to the kitchen, his movements slow and deliberate, his mind already racing with the mountain of tasks ahead of him. As he loaded the dishwasher and wiped down the counters, he could hear Emma and Charlotte laughing in the living room, their voices bright and carefree.
    

    
      Once the kitchen was relatively clean, David returned to the living room, a bottle of wine in hand. Emma and Charlotte were deep in conversation, their glasses nearly empty. David hesitated for a moment, then stepped forward, his voice quiet. “Uh… do you want me to refill your glasses?”
    

    
      Emma looked up, her smile widening. “Oh, yes, please. You’re such a sweetheart, David.”
    

    
      Charlotte smirked, her tone sharp and mocking. “About time. I was starting to think you forgot about us.”
    

    
      David didn’t respond. He poured the wine carefully, making sure not to spill a drop, and handed the glasses back to Emma and Charlotte. Emma took hers with a smile, while Charlotte barely acknowledged him, her attention already back on her phone.
    

    
      As David turned to leave, Emma’s voice stopped him. “Wait, David. Don’t go yet. Charlotte and I were just talking about playing a game. You should join us.”
    

    
      David hesitated, his exhaustion evident. “Uh… I don’t know. I still have a lot to clean up, and—”
    

    
      Emma cut him off with a wave of her hand, her tone casual but firm. “Oh, don’t be such a bore. The cleaning can wait. This’ll be fun. Right, Charlotte?”
    

    
      Charlotte glanced up from her phone, her smirk widening. “Sure. Why not? It’s not like he has anything better to do.”
    

    
      Emma clapped her hands together, her eyes sparkling with excitement. “Great! Here’s how it works: David, you’ll have to act out something that I whisper in your ear, and Charlotte has to guess what it is. Then, Charlotte will whisper something to you, and I’ll guess. Got it?”
    

    
      David nodded silently, his heart sinking. He knew this wasn’t going to be fun for him, but he didn’t dare argue. Instead, he sat down on the edge of the couch, his hands folded in his lap, and waited for the game to begin.
    

    
      Emma leaned in close to David, her breath warm against his ear as she whispered the first word: 
      “Worship.”
    

    
      David’s eyes widened slightly, but he nodded, his mind racing as he tried to figure out how to act out the word. He stood up awkwardly, his movements stiff and hesitant, and walked over to Emma. He dropped to his knees in front of her, his hands clasped together as if in prayer, and looked up at her with an exaggerated expression of adoration.
    

    
      Charlotte watched with a smirk, her arms crossed as she tried to guess. “Uh… crawling? No, wait—are you pretending to be a worm?”
    

    
      David shook his head, his cheeks flushing with embarrassment. He tried again, this time bowing his head low and pressing his forehead to the floor in front of Emma’s feet. He stayed like that for a moment, his hands still clasped together, before looking up at her again, his eyes wide and pleading.
    

    
      Charlotte laughed, her tone sharp and mocking. “Oh, I get it. You’re groveling. Is that it? Groveling?”
    

    
      David shook his head again, his frustration growing. He stood up and gestured toward Emma, his movements exaggerated as he mimed placing a crown on her head. Then he dropped back to his knees and bowed again, his hands outstretched as if offering her something.
    

    
      Emma giggled, her eyes sparkling with amusement. “Oh, come on, Charlotte. It’s obvious. He’s 
      worshipping
       me.”
    

    
      Charlotte rolled her eyes, her tone dismissive. “Fine.. my turn, let's go David.'
    

    
      Charlotte leaned in close to David, her smirk widening as she whispered the next word: 
      “Nerd.”
       She laughed softly as she pulled away, her eyes glinting with mischief.
    

    
      David’s heart sank, but he didn’t argue. He stood up and adjusted his glasses, pushing them up his nose in an exaggerated motion. Then he mimed typing on a keyboard, his fingers moving quickly as he pretended to be deeply focused on a computer screen.
    

    
      Charlotte watched with a smirk, her tone teasing. “Uh… are you pretending to be a hacker? Or maybe just a loser?”
    

    
      David shook his head, his cheeks flushing with embarrassment. He tried again, this time miming reading a book, his movements slow and deliberate. He adjusted his glasses again and pretended to flip through pages, his expression one of intense concentration.
    

    
      Emma giggled, her eyes sparkling with amusement. “Oh, I know! He’s a nerd!”
    

    
      Charlotte rolled her eyes, her tone dismissive. “Fine. Nerd. Your turn, Emma.”
    

    
      Emma leaned in close to David, her breath warm against his ear as she whispered the next word: “Buttplug.” She pulled away with a mischievous giggle, her eyes sparkling with amusement. David’s face turned bright red, and he froze for a moment, unsure of how to proceed. Acting out this word in front of Emma and Charlotte was beyond humiliating, but he knew better than to refuse.
    

    
      He stood up awkwardly, his movements stiff and hesitant, and glanced at Charlotte, who was already smirking, her arms crossed as she waited for him to begin. David took a deep breath and tried to mime the concept as subtly as possible. He pretended to hold something small in his hand, his movements exaggerated, and then gestured toward his backside, his face burning with embarrassment.
    

    
      Charlotte burst out laughing, her tone sharp and mocking. “What on earth are you doing? Are you pretending to be a… a clown? Or maybe just an idiot?”
    

    
      David shook his head, his frustration growing. He tried again, this time miming walking stiffly, as if something were lodged uncomfortably in his backside. He winced slightly, his movements exaggerated, and glanced at Emma, hoping she would guess quickly and put an end to this.
    

    
      But Emma wasn’t satisfied. She tilted her head, her smile widening as she watched him struggle. “Oh, come on, David. You’re not trying hard enough. Charlotte’s never going to guess at this rate.”
    

    
      David’s heart sank, but he didn’t argue. He tried one more time, this time miming inserting something into his backside with more emphasis, his face turning an even deeper shade of red. Charlotte laughed harder, her tone dripping with sarcasm. “Oh, I get it. You’re pretending to be a… a walking disaster? Or maybe just a complete weirdo?”
    

    
      Emma sighed dramatically, her patience wearing thin. “This is taking too long. Let me help you out, David.”
    

    
      Before David could react, Emma stood up and walked over to him. She grabbed the waistband of his pants and, without warning, yanked them down to his ankles. David’s eyes widened in shock, and he instinctively tried to cover himself, but Emma was already reaching for the half-empty wine bottle on the table.
    

    
      “What are you—” David started, but Emma cut him off.
    

    
      “Relax, David,” she said, her tone casual but firm. “You’re here for our entertainment, remember? And this is definitely entertaining.”
    

    
      Before David could protest further, Emma pressed the neck of the wine bottle against him and, with a sharp push, forced it into place. David let out a pained yelp, his face contorting in discomfort, but Emma just laughed, her eyes sparkling with amusement.
    

    
      Charlotte, meanwhile, was doubled over with laughter, her voice loud and unrestrained. “Oh my God, Emma! What are you doing?”
    

    
      Emma grinned, her tone playful. “Helping him out, obviously. Now guess, Charlotte. What’s he supposed to be?”
    

    
      Charlotte wiped tears of laughter from her eyes and tried to catch her breath. “Uh… an anal slut? Or maybe… a buttplug?”
    

    
      Emma clapped her hands together, her smile triumphant. “Ding ding ding! Correct! A buttplug!”
    

    
      Both Emma and Charlotte burst into laughter, their voices filling the room as David stood there, his face burning with humiliation and his body stiff with discomfort.
    

    
      The room was thick with tension, the air heavy with the weight of the game’s escalating absurdity. David sat on the edge of the couch, his hands clenched tightly in his lap, his face flushed with a mix of embarrassment and frustration. Charlotte’s smirk was unwavering, her sharp eyes locked on him as if she were a predator toying with her prey. Emma, meanwhile, was still giggling, her laughter light and carefree, as if she were oblivious to the discomfort radiating from David.
    

    
      “Alright,” Charlotte said, her voice cutting through the room like a knife. “My turn to whisper something.”
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      University Life -Chapter 08
    

    
      It was a quiet Saturday morning, the soft sunlight streaming through the windows of the apartment. David sat at the small desk in the corner of the living room, his laptop open and a stack of textbooks beside him. He had missed a few classes recently, and the weight of unfinished assignments and looming deadlines pressed heavily on his mind. He needed to catch up, especially after the disruptions caused by Charlotte.
    

    
      As he typed away, trying to focus on his work, Emma walked into the room, her hair tied up in a messy bun and a bright smile on her face. She was wearing one of David’s hoodies, the sleeves rolled up to her elbows, and she looked as carefree as ever.
    

    
      “Hey, David,” she said, her voice cheerful. “What are you up to?”
    

    
      David glanced up, his expression one of mild surprise. “Oh, hey, Emma. I’m just trying to catch up on some schoolwork. I’ve missed a few classes, and I’m behind on a couple of assignments.”
    

    
      Emma tilted her head, her smile widening. “On a Saturday? Come on, David, it’s the weekend. You should take a break. How about we do something fun today? Just the two of us.”
    

    
      David hesitated, his eyes flicking back to his laptop. “I’d love to, Emma, but I really need to get this done. I’ve missed a few lessons”
    

    
      Emma leaned in closer, her hand resting on his arm. “David, you’ve been working so hard lately. Don’t you think you deserve a break? Just one day to relax and have fun?”
    

    
      David hesitated, his eyes flicking to hers. “I… I don’t know, Emma. I really need to—”
    

    
      Emma cut him off with a wave of her hand, her tone sweet but firm. “Come on, David. It’s just one day. You can work on Sunday, right? Today, let’s do something fun. Just the two of us.”
    

    
      David’s resolve wavered as he looked into her eyes. They were warm and inviting, and the way she was rubbing his arm sent a shiver of warmth through him. He wanted to say no, to focus on his work, but the thought of spending the day with Emma was too tempting to resist.
    

    
      “Okay,” he said finally, his voice quiet. “I’ll work tomorrow. Today… today, we can do something fun.”
    

    
      Emma’s smile widened, and she leaned in, pressing a quick kiss to his cheek. “You’re the best, David. I promise, you won’t regret it.”
    

    
      As Emma walked away, her steps light and carefree, David sat there for a moment, his mind swirling with unspoken thoughts. He wanted to feel excited about spending the day with Emma, but the weight of his unfinished work made it hard to relax.
    

    
      “David,” Emma said, her voice bright and cheerful, “can you grab my shoes from the closet and help me put them on?”
    

    
      David hesitated for a moment, his mind still preoccupied with the assignments he had pushed aside for the day. But the way Emma looked at him—her eyes warm and inviting, her smile playful—made it impossible to refuse. He nodded and walked over to the closet, his steps slow and deliberate.
    

    
      As he knelt down in front of her, holding her shoes in his hands, Emma leaned back on the couch, her expression one of mild amusement. “You know,” she said, her tone casual, “we’re going to do something really fun today. I think you’re going to love it.”
    

    
      David’s heart lifted slightly at her words. Despite his worries, the thought of spending the day with Emma filled him with a quiet sense of excitement. He carefully slipped her shoes onto her feet, his movements gentle and precise. “What are we doing?” he asked, his voice quiet but hopeful.
    

    
      Emma’s smile widened, and she leaned forward slightly, her eyes sparkling with mischief. “We’re going shopping.”
    

    
      David blinked, his excitement faltering slightly. “Shopping?” he repeated, his voice tinged with uncertainty. He had imagined something more low-key, like a walk in the park or a quiet lunch. Shopping wasn’t exactly his idea of fun, but he didn’t want to disappoint Emma.
    

    
      Before he could say anything, Emma reached over and picked up his smartphone from the coffee table. David’s eyes widened, and he instinctively reached for it. “Emma, what are you doing?”
    

    
      Emma held up a finger, pressing it gently against his lips to silence him. “Shh,” she said, her tone playful but firm. “Just let me do this, okay?”
    

    
      David froze, his heart pounding as he watched her unlock his phone using his face. She swiped through the apps quickly, her fingers moving with practiced ease, until she found what she was looking for. “Ah, here it is,” she said, her tone satisfied. “Your Wallet app. We’re going to need this today.”
    

    
      David’s stomach churned with unease. “Emma, I… I don’t think—”
    

    
      Emma cut him off with a wave of her hand. “Relax, David. It’s just for today. I’ll pay you back, I promise.” She tapped a few more times on the screen, her expression focused, and then held the phone up to David’s face again. “There,” she said, her smile widening. “I’ve added my fingerprint to your phone. Now I can unlock it whenever I need to. Isn’t that convenient?”
    

    
      David stared at her, his mind swirling with a mix of emotions—confusion, frustration, and a deep, aching sense of helplessness. He wanted to argue, to tell her that this was crossing a line, but the way she looked at him—her eyes bright and her smile warm—made it impossible to say no.
    

    
      “Is it okay if I hold onto your phone today?” Emma asked, her tone sweet but with a hint of expectation. She didn’t wait for an answer, standing up and walking toward the door, his phone still in her hand. “Come on, David,” she called over her shoulder, her voice bright and cheerful. “Time to have some fun.”
    

    
      --
    

    
      The mall was bustling with activity, the air filled with the hum of conversation, the clatter of hangers, and the occasional burst of music from nearby stores. David followed Emma into a large clothing store, his steps slow and deliberate as he tried to keep up with her energetic pace. She moved through the aisles with purpose, her eyes scanning the racks of clothes as if she were on a mission.
    

    
      “This is going to be so much fun,” Emma said, her voice bright and cheerful as she pulled a dress off the rack and held it up to herself. “What do you think, David? Does this color suit me?”
    

    
      David glanced at the dress, his mind elsewhere. “Uh… yeah, it looks nice,” he said, his voice quiet and distracted.
    

    
      Emma smiled, her eyes sparkling with excitement. “Great! I’ll try it on.” She grabbed a few more items from the rack—a blouse, a skirt, and a pair of jeans—and headed toward the fitting rooms, her steps light and carefree. “Wait here, okay? I’ll be back soon.”
    

    
      David nodded, his shoulders slumped as he watched her disappear behind the fitting room curtains. He walked over to a small seating area near the entrance and sat down on one of the chairs, his hands resting on his knees. The chair was uncomfortable, the hard plastic digging into his back, but he didn’t complain. He knew this was part of the deal when shopping with Emma.
    

    
      As the minutes ticked by, David’s boredom grew. He glanced around the store, taking in the bright lights, the colorful displays, and the other shoppers milling about. A few feet away, a young couple was laughing as they held up a ridiculous-looking hat, and David couldn’t help but feel a pang of envy. At least they were having fun.
    

    
      He reached into his pocket instinctively, his fingers brushing against the empty space where his phone usually was. His heart sank as he remembered that Emma still had it. He wanted to check the time, scroll through his messages, or even just play a game to pass the time, but he couldn’t. He was completely disconnected, left to sit there and wait.
    

    
      David sighed, running a hand through his hair. He glanced toward the fitting rooms, but there was no sign of Emma. He leaned back in the chair, his eyes drifting to the ceiling, and tried to think of something—anything—to distract himself.
    

    
      After what felt like an eternity, Emma emerged from the fitting rooms, her arms laden with clothes. She walked over to David, her smile widening as she held up a blouse. “What do you think of this one?” she asked, her tone eager.
    

    
      David glanced at the blouse, his mind still elsewhere. “It looks nice,” he said, his voice quiet.
    

    
      Emma’s smile faltered slightly, and she tilted her head, her expression one of mild concern. “Are you okay, David? You seem… distracted.”
    

    
      David forced a weak smile, though his heart wasn’t in it. “I’m fine. Just… a little bored, I guess.”
    

    
      Emma’s expression softened, and she reached out, placing a hand on his arm. “Oh, David, I’m sorry. I’ll try to hurry, okay? But I just need to try on a few more things. You don’t mind, do you?”
    

    
      David hesitated, his frustration bubbling just beneath the surface. He wanted to tell her that he did mind, that he was tired and bored and just wanted to go home, but the look in her eyes stopped him. Instead, he nodded silently, his shoulders slumped and his eyes downcast.
    

    
      Emma’s smile widened “You’re the best, David. I’ll be back soon, I promise.”
    

    
      As she walked back to the fitting rooms, David just sat there; waiting.
    

    
      As the minutes ticked by, David’s frustration grew. He glanced toward the fitting rooms, but there was still no sign of Emma. He leaned back in the chair, his eyes drifting to the ceiling, and tried to push down the unease bubbling inside him.
    

    
      Emma emerged from the fitting rooms with a stack of clothes draped over her arm—dresses, blouses, and a couple of new pairs of jeans. She walked over to David, who was still sitting on the uncomfortable plastic chair, and ruffled his hair playfully. “Okay, I’m done in this store,” she said, her voice bright and cheerful. “Let’s go pay.”
    

    
      David stood up, his shoulders slumped and his eyes downcast, and followed her to the checkout counter. The cashier, a young woman with a friendly smile, began scanning the items, her movements quick and efficient. As the total appeared on the screen, David’s eyes widened. The amount was much higher than he had expected, and his stomach churned with anxiety.
    

    
      The cashier looked up, her gaze shifting between Emma and David. “That’ll be €247.50,” she said, her tone polite but with a hint of curiosity. “How would you like to pay?”
    

    
      David hesitated, his mind racing. He glanced at Emma, hoping she would take the lead, but she was already reaching into her bag and pulling out his phone. She unlocked it with her finger and opened the Wallet app, her movements smooth and practiced.
    

    
      “We’ll pay with this,” Emma said, her tone casual as she held up the phone and scanned the Payconiq code. The payment went through with a soft 
      beep
      , and the cashier handed her the receipt.
    

    
      David’s heart sank as he watched the transaction complete. He wanted to say something, to protest, but the words stuck in his throat. Emma turned to him, her smile widening as she held up the bags of clothes.
    

    
      “Oh, David,” she said, her tone sweet but with a hint of mischief. “Thank you so much for these clothes. How do you think they look on me?”
    

    
      David forced a weak smile, though his heart wasn’t in it. “They look great on you,” he said, his voice quiet.
    

    
      Emma’s smile widened, and she tilted her head, her expression one of mock innocence. “You know, I could pay you back… or you could just let it go. Since you think they look so good on me, maybe it could be a gift? What do you think?”
    

    
      David’s cheeks flushed with embarrassment, and he glanced at the cashier, who was watching the exchange with a curious smile. The cashier chimed in, her tone light and teasing. “Wow, that would be quite the gift from your boyfriend. Very generous.”
    

    
      Emma laughed, her voice bright and carefree. “Oh, he’s not my boyfriend. Just my housemate.”
    

    
      The cashier raised an eyebrow, her smile widening. “Well, if a guy ever bought me something like this, I’d be over the moon. That’s quite the gesture.”
    

    
      David stood there, his shoulders slumped and his eyes downcast, feeling like a deer caught in headlights. He wanted to protest, to tell Emma that he couldn’t afford this, but the weight of the situation—and the cashier’s expectant gaze—made it impossible to speak up.
    

    
      Finally, he nodded, his voice barely above a whisper. “It’s… it’s okay. You don’t have to pay me back.”
    

    
      Emma’s smile widened, and she leaned in closer, her tone teasing. “What was that? I didn’t hear you.”
    

    
      David took a deep breath, his cheeks burning. “I said… you don’t have to pay me back.”
    

    
      Emma’s eyes sparkled with amusement, and she threw her arms around him, pulling him into a tight hug. “You’re the best, David!” she exclaimed, her voice bright and cheerful. She pressed a quick kiss to his cheek before pulling back and handing him the two heavy bags of clothes. “Here, hold these for me. I’m in the mood for a coffee now. Come on, let’s go.”
    

    
      She snapped her fingers and gestured for him to follow, her steps light and carefree as she walked toward the exit. David stood there for a moment, the weight of the bags pulling at his arms, his mind swirling with unspoken thoughts. He wanted to feel happy for Emma, to share in her excitement, but the weight of the situation—and the lingering anxiety about his finances—made it hard to relax.
    

    
      As they walked out of the store, Emma turned and waved at the cashier, her smile bright and carefree. The cashier waved back, her expression one of mild amusement, and David followed behind, his shoulders slumped and his eyes downcast.
    

    
      David walked behind Emma, the bags of clothes heavy in his hands, his mind swirling with a mix of emotions—frustration, embarrassment, and a deep, aching sense of helplessness. He wanted to stand up for himself, to tell Emma that this wasn’t okay, but the look in her eyes—bright and carefree—made it impossible to say no.
    

    
      The coffee bar was cozy and inviting, the air filled with the rich aroma of freshly brewed coffee and the soft hum of conversation. Emma led David to a small table near the window, her steps light and carefree. She set the bags of clothes down on the floor and gestured for David to sit, her smile bright and cheerful.
    

    
      “This is nice, isn’t it?” Emma said, her tone warm and inviting. “Just the two of us, enjoying a little break.”
    

    
      David nodded, his shoulders relaxing slightly as he sat down. For a moment, it felt like they were on a date—just Emma and him, talking and laughing like they used to. He allowed himself to enjoy the moment, the weight of the shopping trip and the awkward checkout fading into the background.
    

    
      Emma picked up the menu and scanned it quickly, her eyes lighting up as she found what she wanted. “I’ll have the double indulgence coffee with extra whipped cream,” she said, her tone decisive. “And maybe a few little treats to go with it. What about you, David?”
    

    
      David glanced at the menu, his eyes flicking to the prices. “Uh… just a black coffee for me,” he said, his voice quiet.
    

    
      Emma nodded, her smile widening. “Perfect. I’ll order for us.” She reached over and took David’s phone from the table. She held it up to the payment terminal, her movements smooth and practiced, and the transaction went through with a soft 
      beep
      .
    

    
      David watched her, his stomach churning with unease, but he didn’t say anything. Instead, he focused on the moment, on the way Emma’s eyes sparkled as she talked about the different pastries and desserts. For a brief moment, it felt like old times—just the two of them, enjoying each other’s company.
    

    
      A few minutes later, the bartender approached their table, carrying a tray with their drinks and treats. He was tall and handsome, with a confident smile and a friendly demeanor. His eyes lingered on Emma as he set the tray down, his tone warm and inviting.
    

    
      “Here you go,” he said, his voice smooth and polished. “One double indulgence coffee with extra whipped cream, a black coffee, and a few little treats to go with it.”
    

    
      Emma smiled, her eyes sparkling as she looked up at him. “Thank you so much,” she said, her tone sweet but with a hint of playfulness. “This looks amazing.”
    

    
      The bartender chuckled, his gaze lingering on her. “Only the best for our customers. Let me know if you need anything else.”
    

    
      Emma reached out, her fingers brushing lightly over his shoulder as she laughed at something he said. “Oh, I will,” she said, her tone teasing. “You’ve been so helpful already.”
    

    
      David sat there, his hands wrapped around his coffee cup, watching the exchange with a mix of emotions. He wanted to feel happy for Emma, to enjoy the moment, but the way she was flirting with the bartender made his stomach churn. He glanced down at his coffee, his cheeks flushing with embarrassment, and tried to focus on the warmth of the cup in his hands.
    

    
      The bartender turned to David, his smile fading slightly as he took in David’s quiet, unassuming presence. “And I’ll let you get back to your… conversation,” he said, his tone polite but with a hint of condescension. He glanced at Emma, his smile returning. “With this young kid.”
    

    
      Emma burst out laughing, her voice bright and carefree. “Oh, don’t mind him,” she said, her tone teasing. “He’s just my housemate. But you… you’re much more interesting to talk to.”
    

    
      The bartender chuckled, his eyes sparkling with amusement. “Well, I’m glad I could make your visit a little more enjoyable.”
    

    
      David sat there, his shoulders slumped and his eyes downcast, feeling like an outsider in his own life. He wanted to say something, to stand up for himself, but the weight of the situation—and the bartender’s dismissive attitude—made it impossible to speak up.
    

    
      As the bartender turned to leave, Emma asked David: ‘Do you have any cash on you?”
    

    
      David hesitated, his mind racing. “Uh… yeah,” he said, his voice quiet. He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a bill, handing it to Emma.
    

    
      Emma took it without a word and quickly scribbled her phone number on the back. She handed it to the bartender, her smile widening. “Here,” she said, “A little something extra for you. You’ve been so wonderful.”
    

    
      The bartender took the bill, his smile widening as he glanced at the number. “Well, thank you,” he said, his tone warm and inviting. He leaned in and pressed a quick kiss to Emma’s cheek, his eyes sparkling with amusement. “I’ll definitely give you a call. Name’s John btw.”
    

    
      As he walked away, he passed David and gave him a firm slap on the shoulder, his tone light and teasing. “Take care, kid.”
    

    
      David flinched, his cheeks burning with embarrassment, but he didn’t say anything. Instead, he sat there, his shoulders slumped and his eyes downcast, feeling like a prop in someone else’s story.
    

    
      As they sipped their coffees, Emma leaned back in her chair, her eyes sparkling with amusement. She took a deep breath, her nose wrinkling slightly as she caught a lingering scent in the air. “You know,” she said, her tone casual but with a hint of playfulness, “John smells really good. Don’t you think, David?”
    

    
      David hesitated, his eyes flicking to the empty space where John had been standing moments ago. “Uh… I guess so,” he said, his voice quiet.
    

    
      Emma’s smile widened, and she leaned forward, her tone sharp and insistent. “What do you mean, ‘I guess so’? He smells amazing. Don’t you think?”
    

    
      David shifted uncomfortably in his seat, his cheeks flushing with embarrassment. “Yeah, he… he smells fine.”
    

    
      Emma rolled her eyes, her tone teasing. “Fine? David, he smells incredible. Maybe I should get some perfume while we’re here. After all, I don’t have to worry about money right now, do I?”
    

    
      David’s stomach churned with unease, but he didn’t say anything. Instead, he focused on his coffee, the bitter taste a stark contrast to the sweetness of Emma’s words.
    

    
      Emma tilted her head, her expression one of mock innocence. “Speaking of money… do you have any left in your budget for a nice perfume? Something luxurious, like what John’s wearing?”
    

    
      David hesitated, his mind racing. “I… I have some savings, but I can’t really afford to spend much more today.”
    

    
      Emma’s smile faltered slightly, but she quickly recovered, her eyes lighting up with an idea. She turned and waved at John, who was behind the bar, polishing glasses. “John! Could you come here for a second?”
    

    
      John looked up, his smile widening as he walked over to their table. “Hey, Emma,” he said, his tone warm and inviting. He glanced at David, his smile fading slightly. “What’s up, kid?”
    

    
      David flinched at the nickname but didn’t say anything. Emma leaned forward, her tone sweet but with a hint of mischief. “John, I was just wondering… I saw a sign earlier about needing dishwashing help. Is that something David could do? Maybe on weekends?”
    

    
      John raised an eyebrow, his gaze shifting to David. “Uh… sure, I guess. We could always use an extra pair of hands. But… is he any good?”
    

    
      Emma laughed, her voice bright and carefree. “Oh, David’s great at following orders. Aren’t you, David?”
    

    
      David nodded silently, his shoulders slumped and his eyes downcast. He wanted to protest, to tell Emma that he didn’t want to work here, but the look in her eyes stopped him.
    

    
      Emma turned to David, her tone casual but firm. “What do you say, David? Isn’t this a great solution? You can earn some extra money, and I can get that perfume I want without worrying about your budget.”
    

    
      David hesitated, his mind swirling with conflicting emotions. Finally, he nodded, his voice quiet. “Thanks, Emma. For… for thinking of this.”
    

    
      John chuckled, his tone light and teasing. “Well, I guess we’ll see how good you are, kid. Come on, let’s get you started.”
    

    
      Before David could protest, John grabbed him by the shoulders and steered him toward the kitchen, his movements quick and efficient. David glanced back at Emma, but she was already standing up, David’s phone in her hand, her smile bright and carefree.
    

    
      “I’ll be back soon,” she called over her shoulder, her tone casual. “I’m just going to check out that perfume. Good luck, David!”
    

    
      --
    

    
      The kitchen was small and cramped, the air filled with the clatter of dishes and the hum of the dishwasher. John led David over to the sink, his tone casual but with a hint of condescension. “Alright, kid. Let’s see what you’ve got. Start with these.”
    

    
      He gestured to a towering stack of dirty plates and glasses, his smile widening. “And don’t break anything. We’re already short on supplies.”
    

    
      David nodded silently, his shoulders slumped and his eyes downcast. He rolled up his sleeves and got to work, his movements slow and deliberate. The water was hot, the soap stung his hands, and the weight of the situation pressed heavily on him.
    

    
      As he scrubbed the dishes, his mind wandered. He thought about Emma, about the way she had manipulated him into this situation, and about the way John had dismissed him as nothing more than a “kid.” He wanted to stand up for himself, to tell them both exactly what he thought, but the words stuck in his throat.
    

    
      Two hours had passed by the time Emma returned to the coffee bar, her arms laden with three small, elegantly wrapped boxes of perfume. She walked in with a bright smile, her steps light and carefree, and made her way over to John, who was behind the bar polishing glasses.
    

    
      “Hey, John,” she said, her voice cheerful. “How did David do? Was he helpful?”
    

    
      John glanced up, his smile widening as he saw her. “Hey, Emma. Yeah, he did okay. He’s got a lot to learn, but he’s not terrible.”
    

    
      Emma laughed, her tone playful. “Well, that’s something, I guess. Thanks for giving him a chance.”
    

    
      John shrugged, his tone casual. “No problem. We could always use the help.” He paused, his eyes flicking to the boxes in her hands. “So, how much did you end up spending?”
    

    
      Emma’s smile widened, and she pulled out the receipt, handing it to him. “Here, take a look.”
    

    
      John’s eyes widened as he scanned the total. “Wow, that’s… quite a bit. The two hours David worked at minimum wage definitely don’t cover this.”
    

    
      David, who had been quietly wiping down the counter nearby, glanced over at the boxes of perfume. His eyes narrowed slightly as he noticed something. “Uh… Emma,” he said, his voice quiet. “There are two of the same perfumes here.”
    

    
      Emma turned to him, her smile unwavering. “Oh, I know. One’s for me, and the other is for Charlotte. I thought it would be a nice gesture—you know, a way to show her that you care. She doesn’t think much of you right now, but maybe this will change her mind. A gift like this could earn you some respect.”
    

    
      David blinked, his mind racing. He wanted to protest, to tell Emma that he hadn’t agreed to buy Charlotte a gift, but the words stuck in his throat. Before he could say anything, John chimed in, his tone light and teasing.
    

    
      “That’s a really nice gesture,” John said, his smile widening. “Giving a woman perfume is always a classy move. She’ll love it.”
    

    
      David nodded silently, his shoulders slumped and his eyes downcast. He didn’t know how to respond, so he just stood there, feeling like a prop in someone else’s story.
    

    
      Emma turned to John, her tone casual but with a hint of expectation. “So, how much longer does David need to work to cover the cost of the perfumes?”
    

    
      John glanced at the receipt again, his expression thoughtful. “Well, at minimum wage… he’s got about an hour and a half left.”
    

    
      Emma nodded, her smile widening. “Perfect. I’ll grab a quick bite to eat while he finishes up. When’s your break, John?”
    

    
      John checked his watch, his smile returning. “I can take a break now. I’ve got about an hour.”
    

    
      Emma’s eyes sparkled with amusement, and she gestured toward a nearby table. “Great. Let’s sit down and chat. I’d love to hear more about this place.”
    

    
      John chuckled, his tone warm and inviting. “Sounds good to me.” He turned to David, giving him a firm slap on the back. “Keep up the good work, kid. And don’t forget—you’re on serving duty too. Take their orders when they’re ready.”
    

    
      David nodded silently, his shoulders slumped and his eyes downcast. He watched as Emma and John walked over to a table, their laughter ringing out as they sat down and began chatting. The sight of them together—so carefree and happy—made his stomach churn with a mix of jealousy and resignation.
    

    
      A few minutes later, Emma waved David over, her smile bright and cheerful. “David, we’re ready to order. Two sandwiches and two drinks, please.”
    

    
      David nodded, his voice quiet. “Okay. I’ll get that for you.”
    

    
      He walked over to the kitchen, his steps slow and deliberate, and placed the order. As he waited for the food to be prepared, he glanced over at Emma and John, who were deep in conversation. They looked so comfortable together, their laughter filling the air, and David couldn’t help but feel a pang of envy.
    

    
      When the food was ready, David carried it over to their table, his movements careful and precise. He set the plates down in front of them, his voice quiet. “Here you go.”
    

    
      Emma looked up, her smile widening. “Thanks, David. You’re such a great helper.”
    

    
      John chuckled, his tone light and teasing. “Yeah, kid. You’re doing a good job.”
    

    
      David nodded silently, his shoulders slumped and his eyes downcast. He wanted to feel proud of his work, but the weight of the situation—and the lingering anxiety about his place in Emma’s life—made it hard to relax.
    

    
      David worked tirelessly in the kitchen, his hands moving quickly as he scrubbed dishes, wiped down counters, and organized supplies. The clatter of plates and the hum of the dishwasher filled the air, but David’s mind was elsewhere. He glanced over at Emma and John, who were sitting at a table near the window, laughing and chatting as they enjoyed their food and drinks.
    

    
      Emma looked radiant, her smile bright and carefree, and John seemed completely at ease, his charm and confidence on full display. David couldn’t help but feel a pang of jealousy as he watched them together, but he pushed the feeling down and focused on his work.
    

    
      After about an hour, John walked into the kitchen, his smile widening as he saw David. “Hey, kid,” he said, his tone casual but with a hint of condescension. “How’s it going?”
    

    
      David nodded, his voice quiet. “It’s going okay. I’m almost done with the dishes.”
    

    
      John chuckled, his tone light and teasing. “Good. But don’t think you’re off the hook yet. There’s still a lot to do.”
    

    
      David’s heart sank, but he didn’t argue. Instead, he followed John’s instructions, his movements slow and deliberate as he tackled the new tasks. John was relentless, assigning David more work and watching him closely, his tone sharp and controlling.
    

    
      “Make sure you clean that thoroughly,” John said, his tone firm as he pointed to a particularly dirty pot. “And don’t forget to wipe down the counters. We can’t have any messes here.”
    

    
      David nodded silently, his shoulders slumped and his eyes downcast. He worked twice as hard, his hands moving quickly as he tried to keep up with John’s demands. Meanwhile, John leaned against the counter, his arms crossed and his expression relaxed, as if he didn’t have a care in the world.
    

    
      After another half hour, David finally finished his tasks, his body aching and his stomach growling with hunger. He walked over to Emma, his steps slow and deliberate, and cleared his throat. “Emma, I… I’m done with the work. Can I grab something to eat now?”
    

    
      Emma looked up, her smile widening as she saw him. “Oh, David, you’re such a hard worker. Here, have this.” She handed him a small cookie that had come with her coffee, her tone casual but with a hint of expectation. “It’s not much, but it’ll tide you over until we’re done shopping.”
    

    
      David hesitated, his stomach growling loudly, but he took the cookie, his voice quiet. “Thanks, Emma.”
    

    
      Emma’s smile widened, and she stood up, her tone bright and cheerful. “Come on, let’s go. We’ve got more shopping to do, and I don’t want to waste any more time.”
    

    
      David nodded silently, his shoulders slumped and his eyes downcast. He ate the cookie quickly, the small treat doing little to satisfy his hunger, and followed Emma out of the coffee bar, the weight of the shopping bags pulling at his arms.
    

    
      David followed Emma into the lingerie store, his cheeks flushing with embarrassment as they stepped inside. The store was brightly lit, with rows of delicate fabrics and intricate designs on display. David felt out of place, his discomfort evident as he glanced around nervously.
    

    
      Emma, on the other hand, seemed completely at ease. She walked through the aisles with confidence, her eyes scanning the racks for something that caught her eye. She picked up a few items—lace bras, silk panties, and a matching set—and held them up for David to see.
    

    
      “What do you think of this one?” she asked, her tone playful as she held up a black lace set.
    

    
      David’s cheeks burned, and he glanced away, his voice quiet. “Uh… it’s nice.”
    

    
      Emma laughed, her voice bright and carefree. “You’re so shy, David. Come on, let’s go try these on.”
    

    
      Before David could protest, Emma grabbed his hand and pulled him toward the fitting rooms. The attendant gave them a curious look but didn’t say anything as Emma led David into one of the small, curtained rooms.
    

    
      Inside the fitting room, David stood awkwardly, his hands clenched at his sides as Emma began to undress. She pulled off her sweater, revealing a simple bra underneath, and David’s eyes widened in shock. He turned away quickly, his cheeks burning.
    

    
      “Emma, I… I don’t think this is a good idea,” he stammered, his voice trembling.
    

    
      Emma laughed, her tone teasing. “Oh, relax, David. Just close your eyes and turn around. I’ll let you know when it’s safe to look.”
    

    
      David hesitated, but he did as she asked, turning his back to her and closing his eyes tightly. He could hear the rustle of fabric as Emma changed into the new lingerie, and his heart pounded in his chest.
    

    
      “Okay,” Emma said after a moment, her voice bright and cheerful. “You can look now.”
    

    
      David turned around slowly, his eyes widening as he saw Emma standing there in the black lace set. The delicate fabric hugged her curves perfectly, and David felt a rush of heat flood his cheeks. He swallowed hard, his voice barely above a whisper. “It… it looks really nice.”
    

    
      Emma smiled, her eyes sparkling with amusement. “I think so too. Here, look at the price tag.” She held up the tag, her tone casual but with a hint of expectation. “Do you think you can spare a little more from your savings? I’d really love to have this.”
    

    
      David hesitated, his mind racing. He had been saving up for a new PlayStation, something he had been looking forward to for months. But the way Emma looked at him—her eyes hopeful, her smile warm—made it impossible to say no.
    

    
      “I… I guess so,” he said finally, his voice quiet.
    

    
      Emma’s smile widened, and she stepped closer, wrapping her arms around him in a tight hug. “Thank you, David. You’re the best.” She pressed a quick kiss to his cheek before pulling back, her tone casual. “Oh, and just so you know… I’m planning to wear this on my first date with John. Isn’t that exciting?”
    

    
      David’s heart sank, but he didn’t say anything. Instead, he nodded silently, his shoulders slumped and his eyes downcast.
    

    
      As Emma turned to change back into her clothes, David felt a rush of heat flood his body. He tried to push down the feelings bubbling inside him, but it was no use. When Emma turned back to him, her eyes flicked downward, and she let out a soft laugh.
    

    
      “Oh, David,” she said, her tone teasing. “Is that because of me?”
    

    
      David’s cheeks burned, and he glanced away, his voice barely above a whisper. “I… I guess so.”
    

    
      Emma’s smile widened, and she stepped closer, her tone playful. “Well, I’m flattered, but we can’t have this …little ‘problem’. Don’t worry, we’ll figure something out.”
    

    
      David nodded silently, his mind swirling with unspoken thoughts. He wanted to feel happy for Emma, to share in her excitement, but the weight of the situation—and the lingering anxiety about his place in her life—made it hard to relax.
    

    
      When they left the fitting room, Emma walked over to the checkout counter, her smile bright and cheerful. She handed the lingerie set to the cashier and pulled out David’s phone, unlocking it with a quick scan of his face. The payment went through with a soft 
      beep
      , and Emma turned to David, her tone casual.
    

    
      “Thanks again, David. You’re such a good friend.”
    

    
      David nodded silently, his shoulders slumped and his eyes downcast. He wanted to feel proud of his generosity, but the weight of the situation—and the lingering anxiety about his savings—made it hard to relax.
    

    
      As they walked toward the car, the shopping bags heavy in David’s hands, Emma began chatting casually, her tone light and carefree. “Oh, by the way,” she said, her voice bright, “your friends are going to the movies tomorrow. Did you know?”
    

    
      David blinked, his steps faltering slightly. “What? No, I didn’t. How do you know?”
    

    
      Emma smiled, her tone teasing. “There’s a WhatsApp group. They asked if you were coming, and I answered for you.”
    

    
      David’s eyes widened, and he instinctively reached for his phone, only to remember that Emma still had it. “Wait, you… you have my phone.”
    

    
      Emma laughed, her voice light and airy. “Oh, right. Here you go.” She handed him his phone, her smile unwavering.
    

    
      David quickly unlocked it and opened the WhatsApp group, scanning the messages. His friends had indeed invited him, and Emma had replied on his behalf: 
      “Sorry, I can’t make it. I’m busy.”
    

    
      David frowned, his frustration bubbling to the surface. “Emma, I 
      can
       go tomorrow. I’m not busy.”
    

    
      Emma stopped walking and turned to him, her expression one of mild surprise. “David, you 
      are
       busy. You have a whole day of schoolwork to catch up on. Remember? You missed a lot.”
    

    
      David shook his head, his voice firm. “I’ll make time. I’ll work tonight and get most of it done. I can still go to the movies tomorrow.”
    

    
      Emma’s smile widened, and she clapped her hands together, her tone bright and cheerful. “That’s fantastic news! I’m so proud of you for being responsible.”
    

    
      David felt a flicker of hope, but it was quickly extinguished as Emma continued. “If you’re going to work tonight and all day tomorrow, then you’ll have the evening free. Perfect! You can help John at the bar. I’ll let him know right now.”
    

    
      David’s heart sank, and he opened his mouth to protest, but Emma cut him off with a wave of her hand. “David, from now on, your free time comes last. If John needs you, that’s your priority. You can’t have free time if you’re not free, right?” She laughed, her tone light and teasing.
    

    
      David stared at her, his mind swirling with a mix of emotions—frustration, resentment, and a deep, aching sense of helplessness. He wanted to argue, to tell her that he deserved some time for himself, but the look in her eyes—bright and carefree—made it impossible to say no.
    

    
      Emma’s smile widened, and she gestured to the shopping bags in his hands. “And don’t forget… all the extra money you earn goes straight to this.” She pointed to the bags of clothes and the boxes of perfume, her tone casual but with a hint of expectation. “You’re doing such a great job, David. I’m really proud of you.”
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      David's hands trembled as he returned from the bathroom, his fingers raw and wrinkled from hours spent hand-washing Charlotte's delicate lingerie. His lower back screamed from hunching over the sink, every muscle stiff with exhaustion.
    

    
      Emma lounged on the couch, her lips curling into a triumphant grin when she spotted him.
    

    
      "Ah! There you are,"
       she cooed, stretching like a satisfied cat. 
      "We needed you earlier, you know. We were debating your favorite color."
       She exchanged a glance with Charlotte, who smirked into her wine glass. 
      "But don't worry—we figured it out. Pink."
    

    
      David's brow furrowed. 
      Pink?
       His favorite color had always been blue—a deep, quiet navy, like the sky just before dawn. But the lace thong still stuffed in his mouth muffled any protest.
    

    
      "We ordered you a little surprise,"
       Emma continued, tapping her phone screen. 
      "Something special to celebrate your new... schedule."
       Her eyes glittered with mischief. 
      "But you'll have to wait to see it!"
    

    
      Charlotte snorted, swirling her drink. 
      "Oh, he'll love it."
    

    
      David's stomach dropped.
    

    
      Emma waved him over. 
      "Come sit with us! Well—not sit, obviously."
       She wiggled her stockinged feet, her smile sharpening. 
      "Since you can't talk, you might as well make yourself useful."
    

    
      The unspoken command hung in the air.
    

    
      David knelt.
    

    
      The carpet dug into his knees as he carefully peeled off Emma's socks, his aching fingers working the fabric down her calves. She sighed dramatically, tilting her head back as he began massaging her arches.
    

    
      "Mmm, yes,"
       she moaned, her toes flexing under his touch. 
      "Right there."
    

    
      Charlotte watched, her gaze predatory. 
      "God, you earned this,"
       she told Emma, draining her glass. 
      "And when she's done, I'm next."
       She pointed a warning finger at David. 
      "Same enthusiasm. Same pressure. If I feel one lazy finger..."
       She let the threat linger.
    

    
      Emma giggled, arching into David's hands. 
      "Oh, he wouldn't dare."
    

    
      David's shoulders sagged, but his hands never stopped moving. The clock on the wall ticked past midnight.
    

    
      It was going to be a 
      very
       long night.
    

    
      David’s thumbs dug into the arch of Emma’s foot, kneading in slow circles the way she liked. His shoulders ached from hunching, but her sigh of contentment pinned him in place.
    

    
      "God, you’re
       good 
      at this,"
       Emma purred, wiggling her toes against his palm. She didn’t look at him—just tilted her head toward Charlotte, who lounged on the couch with a glass of wine. 
      "He’s been
       obsessed 
      with me since we were kids. Practiced just to impress me, right, David?"
    

    
      A bead of sweat slid down his temple. He nodded, mute.
    

    
      Charlotte’s laugh was a razor dragged over glass. 
      "Let’s see if he’s
       actually 
      good, or just desperate."
       She kicked off her heels and thrust her feet into his lap, nearly toppling the bottle of lotion. 
      "Your turn,
       servant. 
      And don’t think I’ll go easy on you."
    

    
      David swallowed. Emma’s smirk lingered as he shifted to Charlotte’s feet, his fingers working faster, harder—trying to outdo the memory of Emma’s approval. The women’s conversation buzzed above him: some party, someone’s ex, a dress Charlotte 
      had
       to borrow. His existence reduced to the press of his palms against skin.
    

    
      Then Emma giggled, swirling her wine. 
      "Hmm. Not
       quite 
      as good as mine was."
    

    
      Charlotte’s foot stiffened under his hands.
    

    
      "Look at me,"
       she commanded. David obeyed, his neck cracking as he lifted his gaze. With deliberate slowness, she hooked a finger into the lace of her thong—still damp from his saliva after she’d gagged him with it earlier—and tugged it free. 
      "Tongue,
       David. 
      Let’s see if
       that 
      makes you better."
    

    
      The room shrunk to the throb of his pulse, the sour tang of fabric still on his tongue. Emma’s smile didn’t waver.
    

    
      "Well?"
       Charlotte tapped her foot against his chest. 
      "Or do I need to
       force 
      you again?"
    

    
      A pause. Then, trembling, he leaned down.
    

    
       
    

    
      The air in the apartment was thick with the scent of Charlotte’s lavender foot cream—a luxury David had been sent to buy earlier that day, only for her to sneer at the brand he’d chosen. Now, kneeling on the hardwood floor, his knees already aching, he pressed his thumbs into the arch of her right foot, his tongue working in slow, wet circles over the left.
    

    
      Charlotte lounged on the sofa, one arm draped over Emma’s shoulders, her toes flexing against David’s mouth. “Mmm, 
      better
      ,” she murmured, wiggling her foot deeper. “But you’re still too tense. Imagine you’re 
      enjoying
       this.”
    

    
      A bead of sweat dripped from David’s temple onto her instep. He didn’t wipe it away.
    

    
      Emma watched, her chin propped on her hand, eyes half-lidded. “Oh, you’ll have to do mine next time,” she said, tapping ash from her cigarette into David’s abandoned coffee cup. “Consider this… training.” Her laugh was light, melodic. “Charlotte’s just breaking you in.”
    

    
      Charlotte’s heel dug into David’s collarbone. “
      Focus.
      ”
    

    
      He obeyed, lapping at the crevices between her toes, the salt-sour tang of sweat and lotion coating his tongue. His jaw ached, but he didn’t stop—couldn’t stop. Stopping meant 
      disappointing them
      , and disappointment meant…
    

    
      That time Charlotte made him chew her used gum for an hour because he’d folded her blouses wrong.
    

    
      A shudder ran through him.
    

    
      “Tongue tired already?” Charlotte cooed, tilting her head. “Poor thing. Let’s 
      help
       you.” She yanked his hair back, forcing him to look up. “Stick it out. 
      Far
      .”
    

    
      David complied, his tongue jutting between his lips like a dog panting.
    

    
      Charlotte grinned, sliding her foot forward until her toes pressed against his tongue, grinding the tender muscle between them. “There. Now 
      you
       don’t have to work so hard.” She rotated her foot, smearing his saliva between her toes. “Just stay 
      still
      .”
    

    
      Emma giggled, swirling her wine. “God, you’re 
      good
       at this.”
    

    
      David’s throat convulsed as Charlotte’s foot pushed deeper, the taste of leather from her sandals and something faintly metallic—blood? Dirt?—filling his mouth.
    

    
      “
      Swallow
      ,” Charlotte ordered, pressing down. “Swallow whatever filth you just scraped off me.”
    

    
      He did, the gulp audible.
    

    
      When she finally pulled away, David’s tongue hung limp, his lips chapped. “Th-thank you,” he rasped, wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “For the… lesson.”
    

    
      Emma stretched, rising from the couch. “Alright, off to bed, David.” She ruffled his hair like he was a child. “Charlotte and I have 
      adult
       things to discuss.” Her smile sharpened. “Not that you’d understand.”
    

    
      Charlotte smirked, examining her freshly moisturized toes. “Sweet dreams, 
      servant
      .”
    

    
      David nodded, shuffling toward the couch—
      his
       bed, ever since Emma had claimed his room’s closet for her “shoe archive.” As he lay down, their whispers slithered after him:
    

    
      “—think he 
      liked
      
         it?”
        

        “Oh, absolutely. Did you see how hard he—”
      
    

    
      The rest dissolved into laughter.
    

    
      David turned his face into the cushion.
    

    
      And 
      bit down
      —
      hard
      —until the fabric tore.
    

    
       
    

    
       
    

    
      The next day
    

    
      Emma’s key turned in the lock, and David’s spine stiffened on instinct. He hadn’t meant to sit down. He hadn’t meant to turn on the TV. But for just ten minutes, he’d let himself zone out to the buzz of some forgettable game show, his mind blissfully empty.
    

    
      The door slammed.
    

    
      "Oh, wow." Her voice was honey-laced venom. "This is what you do now? Lounge around like some retired housecat?"
    

    
      David scrambled to mute the TV, but Emma was faster. She snatched the remote and killed the screen with a click, plunging the room into silence.
    

    
      "You didn’t drop out of school to rot on the couch, David," she said, tossing her backpack into his lap. "There’s always work to do. Always. My laundry, the windows, proper vacuuming—Christ, you could’ve even texted me to ask if I needed anything. But no. This is how you spend your time?"
    

    
      He opened his mouth—an apology, an excuse—but she was already dragging him up by the wrist. "We’re checking your work. Now."
    

    
      Her fingers trailed along the countertop, coming away with a dusting of crumbs. "Disgusting," she murmured. Then, without warning, she grabbed the back of his neck and shoved his face against the granite. "See that? See it?" Her breath was hot in his ear. "That’s filth, David. And you missed it."
    

    
      The wine bottle sat unopened on the counter. She picked it up, made a show of examining the label, then sighed. "Ugh. This is the cheap one. I told you—"
    

    
      "The store was out of the other—"
    

    
      "Then you go to another store," she snapped. "Or do I need to spell out every little thing for you?"
    

    
      She yanked him by the hair to her closet, where her boots stood in polished rows. "At least these are acceptable," she conceded, running a finger along the suede. Then, softer: "You do care about how I look, don’t you?"
    

    
      He nodded, pulse thudding.
    

    
      A single leaf—brittle, brown—nestled in the corner. Emma’s smile was glacial. "Oh, David." She forced him to his knees, pressing his cheek to the tile until the edge bit into his skin. "What’s this?"
    

    
      "I—I’m sorry. I must’ve missed it."
    

    
      She released him with a sigh. "You did try your best, didn’t you?" Her hand carded through his hair, almost tender. For a fleeting second, warmth bloomed in his chest. She noticed. She knows I tried.
    

    
      Then her nails scraped his scalp. "But it can’t happen again. Understand? You quit school to make both our lives easier. Mine especially."
    

    
       
    

    
      Emma perched on the arm of the couch, one leg swinging lazily over the other, her ballet flat dangling precariously from her toes as if she might kick it off at any moment. She watched David with the amused detachment of a queen addressing her court jester—except this was no joke. This was law.
    

    
      "Let’s make something very clear," she began, her voice syrupy sweet, "from now on, my comfort is your full-time occupation. No more half-assed efforts. No more forgetting." She reached out, tapping a single manicured nail against his temple. "This little brain of yours? It only thinks about me now. Understood?"
    

    
      David nodded, his throat dry.
    

    
      "Good. Now, let’s go over the details—because apparently, I have to spell everything out for you."
    

    
      
        1. Groceries & Meals
        

      
      "You’ll check the fridge every morning before I wake up," she said, counting off on her fingers. "If my yogurt is running low, you go immediately. None of that ‘I’ll get it later’ nonsense. And if the store is out? You try the next one. And the next. Until you find it."
    

    
      She tilted her head, considering. "Actually, you should just memorize the inventory. Keep a list in your phone. I shouldn’t have to tell you when we’re out of things."
    

    
      A pause. Then, with a smirk: "Oh, and no more cheap wine. If I want a bottle, you’ll get the exact one I like. If you have to call five liquor stores, so be it."
    

    
      
        2. Laundry & Clothing Maintenance
        

      
      Emma crossed her legs, leaning forward with mock sympathy. "I know laundry is hard for you, so let’s break it down, hm?"
    

    
      	
        "Whites and colors separate. No exceptions."
      

      	
        "My silk blouses? Hand wash only. And don’t you dare wring them out—lay them flat to dry."
      

      	
        "Charlotte’s lace things? Same rules. But extra gentle. If you snag one thread, you’re buying her a new set."
      

    

    
      She grinned. "And ironing? No wrinkles. Ever. I don’t care if you have to stay up all night steaming out creases."
    

    
      
        3. Cleaning Standards
        

      
      "The balcony today was unacceptable," she said, her voice dropping to a dangerous purr. "From now on? I want to be able to eat off those tiles. Literally. If I dropped a grape out there, I should be able to pick it up and pop it in my mouth without a second thought."
    

    
      Her eyes flicked toward the kitchen. "Same goes for the counters. If I ever catch you leaving crumbs again, you’ll be scrubbing the grout with a toothbrush for a week."
    

    
       
    

    
      Emma’s smile widened. "Now, here’s the fun part."
    

    
      
        4. On-Demand Service
        

      
      "If I text you ‘come here’, you drop everything. No excuses. If you’re in the middle of washing my hairbrush? Leave it. Cooking? Turn off the stove. Sleeping? Wake up."
    

    
      She giggled. "Actually, you should just keep your phone on loud at all times. I hate being ignored."
    

    
      
        5. The Lending Program
        

      
      "Like I said, I might lend you out to my friends," she mused, twirling a strand of hair around her finger. "Charlotte’s place is a pigsty, and honestly? It’d be good for you. More practice. More… discipline."
    

    
      She leaned in, her voice dropping to a whisper. "Imagine it—you, on your knees, scrubbing her floors. Folding her laundry. Maybe even hand-feeding her grapes while she studies. Wouldn’t that be hilarious?"
    

    
      David’s stomach turned.
    

    
      "Oh, don’t look so sour," she cooed, pinching his cheek. "It’s good for you. Builds character."
    

    
      Emma sighed, as if this part was the biggest burden of all.
    

    
      "The least you can do is act like you enjoy this," she said, rolling her eyes. "I don’t want some mopey zombie following me around. Smile more. Ask me how my day was. Offer to massage my feet before I have to ask."
    

    
      She tilted his chin up with one finger. "You’re lucky I’m even letting you do this. Most people wouldn’t tolerate someone as useless as you. But me? I’m patient. I’m kind."
    

    
      Her thumb brushed his lower lip. "So thank me."
    

    
      A beat.
    

    
      "...Thank you, Emma."
    

    
      "Good boy." Emma stretched, then stood, smoothing out her skirt. "Now. I’m starving. You’ll make me that risotto—the one with wild mushrooms, not the cheap ones—and this time?"
    

    
      She pressed a kiss to his forehead, her lips cold.
    

    
      "Don’t fuck it up."
    

    
      The text came in at 7:03 PM, just as David was finishing the last of Emma’s risotto—the wild mushrooms, not the cheap ones, simmered in white wine and bone broth until the grains were perfectly al dente.
    

    
      Emma: "Charlotte’s hosting a party tomorrow evening. We’re going over. You will wear something presentable."
    

    
      
    

  GoogleDoc/nav.xhtml

    
      
        		
          University Life
        


        		
          01-06
        


        		
          Chapter 00 Prologue
        


        		
          Chapter 01
        


        		
          Chapter 02
        


        		
          Chapter 3
        


        		
          Chapter 04
        


        		
          Chapter 05
        


        		
          Chapter 06
        


        		
          08
        


        		
          University Life -Chapter 08
        


        		
          12
        


        		
          University Life - Chapter 12
        


      


    
  

