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Chapter One, Bank Account Hacked

 

I stared at my laptop screen, the bank’s website glaring back with a balance of zero. My checking account, my lifeline, had been gutted. Hacked. Every penny I’d scraped together from part-time barista shifts—gone. My chest tightened, a cold sweat prickling my skin. I refreshed the page, praying it was a glitch, but the numbers didn’t budge.

My phone buzzed on the coffee table, the landlord’s name flashing like a warning siren. I ignored it, my stomach twisting into knots. I didn’t need to read the message to know its contents, rent wasn’t getting paid for the second month in a row.

Now, with that hack, I’d be two months behind. The threat of eviction was no longer a distant fear but a guillotine hanging over me. The posh apartment I’d clawed my way into, with its gleaming hardwood floors that caught the morning light and floor-to-ceiling windows that framed the city like a living painting, was my sanctuary, my proof of survival. I’d spent months scouring listings, my heart racing when I found this place—its open kitchen with marble counters, the bedroom just big enough for my dreams, the view that made every late-night study session feel like a victory.

It was barely affordable, a reckless stretch for a college student scraping by on barista tips, but it was mine. This apartment was my rebellion against Mom’s chaotic life, against the cramped, dingy places we’d lived in, against the feeling of being less than. Losing it would mean losing myself, admitting I couldn’t make it, that I was just another broke kid with no place to call home. The sleek walls, the soft hum of the city beyond the glass—they weren’t just luxury; they were my identity, my defiance.

Eviction and shitty credit reports loomed, a specter I couldn’t outrun, and the thought of packing my life into boxes, of slinking back to Mom’s world, made my chest ache with a desperation I could taste.

I paced the living room, my bare feet slapping against the cool floor. My mind raced for solutions—borrow money, pick up extra shifts, sell something. But my friends were as broke as I was, my job capped my hours, and I owned nothing worth selling. The walls of the apartment, once a symbol of independence, mocked me with their elegance.

I sank onto the couch, my hands trembling as I grabbed my phone. I scrolled to Mom’s number, hesitating. She’d lecture me, call me reckless for living beyond my means. 

But one friend wasn’t scraping by—my bestie, Tate. She’d snagged a loaded sugar daddy, Mark, who spoiled her rotten. And I knew Mark had his eye on me. Whenever he was around with Tate and me, he’d toss out filthy comments and sly innuendos when Tate was out of earshot. The guy even slipped his number into my purse once. Why I kept it, I’m not sure. For a thrill? To be pampered like Tate? Or for a moment like this.

With no one else to turn to, I hit call, heart pounding. The line rang twice before Mark’s deep, slick voice answered. “Hello?”

Swallowing hard, I said, “Uh, Mark. It’s Desere. Uh, Tate’s friend.”

His tone dripped with amusement. “Well, hey, sweetheart. What’s up?”

I swallowed hard, my throat dry. I explained the hack, the empty account, the rent notice. My voice cracked as I admitted I was desperate. Mark listened, his silence heavy, calculating. When he finally spoke, his words hit like a punch.

“I can help you out,” he said. “But it’ll cost you.”

I froze, my grip tightening on the phone. “What do you mean?”

He chuckled, low and dark. “Let’s just say I’m not running a charity. I’ll come by tomorrow night. We’ll talk.”

The line went dead. I stared at the phone, my pulse hammering. The apartment was silent, but my mind screamed. What did he want? Money I didn’t have? Something else? The thought made my skin crawl, but the eviction notice that was certainly on the way left me no room to hope.

I stood, my legs shaky, and walked to the window. The city skyline glittered beyond the glass, indifferent to my panic. I’d moved here to prove I could make it, to escape Mom’s chaotic life. Now, I was cornered, and he was my only way out.

 




Chapter Two, The Next Evening

 

By evening, I was a wreck. My eyes burned from lack of sleep, my body wired with dread. I showered, hoping the hot water would clear my head, but it didn’t. I dressed in tight leggings and a loose sweater, looking sexy while not looking too desperate to Mark.

The mirror showed a girl I barely recognized—wide-eyed, cornered, curious about things I probably shouldn’t be curious about.

I’d never stooped to selling my body for cash, never thought I’d be that girl. But I’d seen Mark’s game—how he slithered around me, his eyes lingering on Tate and God knows who else, always with that predatory glint. And now, here I was, heart pounding, skin prickling, ready to lay myself bare on the altar of desperation just to keep my apartment. The sleek hardwood, the city lights framed by my windows—they were my lifeline, my proof I’d made it. To save them, I’d let him take me, knowing his touch would burn, knowing I could hate myself for the heat it stirred in my core.

The doorbell rang later in the evening, sharp and final. My heart lurched. I crossed the apartment, each step heavier than the last. I opened the door, and there he was—Mark, tall and broad, his smirk as sharp as a blade. He stepped inside without asking, his presence filling the room.

“Nice place,” he said, his eyes scanning the apartment before locking onto me. “Shame you could lose it.”

I stood rooted to the spot, my arms locked tight across my chest, a futile shield against Mark’s piercing stare. His eyes roamed over me, a slow, invasive touch that stripped away my defenses, leaving me raw, exposed. His gaze wasn’t just hungry—it was a demand, a physical weight that made my skin prickle and my pulse race. Whatever he wanted, I knew it wasn’t just my compliance; he expected me to perform, to bend to his will with my body, to surrender the parts of me I’d sworn to protect. The air between us crackled, heavy with the unspoken truth, I’d have to give him everything to keep this apartment, and the thought burned, even as a dark, shameful heat stirred deep in my core.

Mark sat on my couch, legs spread wide, like he owned the place. His dark eyes pinned me where I stood by the kitchen counter. I clutched a glass of wine, my knuckles white, trying to steady my nerves. He hadn’t said much since walking in, just watched me with that predatory calm.

“So,” Mark said, his voice cutting through the tense silence as he leaned forward on my couch, elbows on his knees. “Rent’s what, two thousand? And you’ll need four to stay in the place. I can cover it. First thing in the morning.” His dark eyes locked onto mine, sharp and unyielding, stripping away any pretense of kindness. His gaze wasn’t charitable—it was lustful, heavy with intent. It lingered on me, slow and deliberate, like he was peeling back my defenses to expose the desperation underneath. I felt it in my bones, he wasn’t offering a bailout. He wanted something in return, something I’d pay for with more than gratitude; sex. His lips curled slightly, not a smile but a challenge, daring me to ask what his price would be. The air in the room thickened, my pulse hammering as his stare pinned me in place, making it clear this was a transaction, and I was the currency. My mouth went dry. “Thank you.” I nervously replied. I cleared my throat, “And what do you want for this?”

He grinned, slow and deliberate, like he’d been waiting for the question. “You’re a smart girl, Desere. You know what I want. Just some companionship tonight. Companionship the way I want it.”

The glass slipped in my hand, wine sloshing over the rim. I set it down, my hands shaking. “I don’t really know,” I said, my voice barely above a whisper. “It’s the whole, like thing. And Tate.”

He shrugged, unperturbed. “Tate doesn’t need to know. This is between us. One night, and your rent’s paid. No eviction. No problem.”

I turned away, my stomach twisting. The apartment felt smaller, the air too thick to breathe. I wanted to back out of it, to get him out, but
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