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Come, sweetie, let’s descend into the shadow world...



This narrative drags you into the abyss, where the swirling interplay of dominance and submission offers no quarter.
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All rights reserved. This work, or any part of it, may not be reproduced, distributed, or used without the prior written consent of the author.

Warning: This work features a fictional story. Any similarities to real persons, living or deceased, places, or events are entirely coincidental. Certain themes, scenes, and language portrayed within this work may be unsettling for some readers. Reader discretion is recommended.

Foreword

Once again, we enter the labyrinthine Shadows Club. Here, shadows are denser and more malleable than anywhere else; the line of reality blurs, and they take on terrifying forms. It’s as if all hidden fears and secrets have materialized, covering everything like a dark breath. Strange, muffled sounds occasionally break through from the distance, intensifying the unsettling feeling that you are not alone in this shadow world. Adriana’s peculiar old dream now takes shape in Erich’s invisible hands, woven into a tapestry of order and rules.

Though dark currents run beneath the surface—the shadows of violence, the whispers of death, and the specter of forbidden desires—the world of demons knows no other law. The sadistic mistress has created her own idol, and the Butterfly Lord’s red jewel, a gleaming promise on his finger, continues its mysterious work.

Late on a summer night in July 2024, on the last day of the week, a strange signal arrives within the network of the Shadows Club. To Adriana’s secret delight...

––––––––
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November 2025. Tuesday evening, six o’clock.

New York’s familiar pulse is now covered by the rain like a fragmented veil. In the twilight-shrouded city, only the vibrant colors of neon signs break through the darkness. The wind from the sea brings salty memories. The flame of the Statue of Liberty seems to dim.

Not far from there, the gate of a white villa slowly closes. In the drizzling rain, a man hurries toward the door, which opens automatically for him. A disheveled woman, wrapped in comfortable clothes, with a child crying incessantly in her arms, greets the man with a fleeting touch. He takes the child, and they enter the house. The man gently lifts the little one high until the crying finally subsides. Through the huge living room window, we see the woman collapse onto a white sofa, desperately hugging a plush toy. In the background, the man, child in arms, leans down to her, whispers something, and the woman takes a deep breath. The man places a soft kiss on her forehead...

Still, ...

Let’s turn to the city’s hidden veins. A crumbling wall, behind a barred defense, awaits a path curving to the right. We glide past a faint jingle as a few figures step into the dimness of a coffee shop. At the door, a golden-haired woman carefully closes her umbrella. A man approaches her, his face covered by a silvery stubble, as if the shadow of a hidden smile flickers beneath it. His lips touch hers, his arms slowly wrap around her waist. A sudden turn, the sound of soft laughter floats in the air before the woman yields to his tight embrace...

Perhaps familiar shadows also appear in your memories. On the stage of life, true demons often wear masks. Many don’t see them; many don’t even want to see them... Yet they hide within all of us... Deep, beneath the surface...

––––––––
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I.  Nanna

"Hm..." I hear his sigh, a deep, contented sound, and he cups my face; I can't breathe properly, my lungs constricted. He presses his forehead against mine, then pushes himself strongly into me, a deep, powerful thrust. I groan, a low, raw sound, but at this moment my spine arches, the golden light just ripples within me, when I moan, because I explode out of myself, a shattering release, and I intertwine with him, our bodies melding. Long, as if it wouldn't end, an endless climax. I see stars, a dazzling display. Closer and closer, they surround me, a swirling nebula of light...

Where am I? What is this? The question wakes in me, hazy and disorienting, and dizzyingly I let myself go, a complete surrender, at which he also leans back with me, supporting me. We both try to breathe deeply, our breaths ragged and shallow. I listen to his heart calming, a steady beat, and I enjoy every inch as I slowly push out the completely tensed...

What is this? I wonder, a strange, beautiful mystery. My saliva drips, my tears flow, a mix of sensations. I don't even want to move, my body limp and sated. I feel my whole body sparkling, shimmering with light. Before me, a kaleidoscope of colors swirls... blood-red, gold, purple, green alternate, and constantly wash away the black band that sometimes appears, a fleeting shadow.

He gently strokes my hair, and laughs softly, a low, tender sound. His whole body moves with laughter, a ripple of joy. I smile, a radiant happiness. I wipe my saliva, and I laugh too, a light, carefree sound.

"Stop it!" I tell him, a playful command, but he holds his head, still laughing.

"It's a new moon..." he says, his voice soft.

"And I'm floating," I smile, a feeling of weightlessness, at which he grabs my waist, and sits up with me in his lap. I just lean with him, my body pliable. He cups my face, his hands warm.

"You're finally glowing..." he says softly, his voice filled with awe, and kisses me so gently that tears well up again, a new wave of emotion. "Time for us to go..." he slowly pulls back the strap of my dress. And I try to return to my body, a slow, difficult journey. I can barely move, my limbs heavy. I stand up with difficulty, but I start to sway, dizzy. The world spins with me, a disorienting whirl. "Nanna..." I hear my name, he calls, his voice filled with concern, but I can't stand on my feet, my legs collapsing. "NANNA!" he shouts my name, a sharp, urgent cry, but my ears start ringing, a piercing sound. I hold my head, and suddenly silence, profound and absolute.
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The steady, cold clicking of machines echoes in my ears, as if silence itself were pulsating with an invisible rhythm. The air is cold, sharp against my skin, and the pungent, yet stifling, smell of disinfectant stings my nose, a familiar, unwelcome scent. I try to move my arm, but it's leaden, heavy, like a foreign body, barely lifting from the bed.

A trembling, choked voice breaks the monotonous hum.

"Oh, Nanna," It's my mother. Her cold fingers tremble as they grip my hand, her squeeze barely concealing her fear, a desperate tremor. "I'm here."

"Mom?" My voice is little more than a hoarse whisper, weak and reedy.

"My God, I thought we'd lost you," her words catch in her throat, choked with emotion, her nervous, hurried breathing fills the space, a frantic sound.

"What are you doing here? Where am I?" The weight of the questions presses on my chest, a heavy burden.

"They called from the hospital when you were brought in."

"Who brought me in?"

"Me," a soft, deep voice caresses my shoulder, a light touch. A small hand, gentle.

"Who are you?" I turn my head towards the voice, but the darkness stubbornly remains; I see nothing, a persistent void.

"Sierra," comes the soft reply, but hidden worry vibrates in her voice, a subtle tremor. "Nanna... Don't you recognize my voice?" I shake my head silently, my temples throbbing with the movement, a dull ache.

"I don't know who you are... I'm sorry. Why am I even here?"

"Don't you remember anything?" My mother's voice pleads, full of fear, a desperate hope.

"No..."

"Miss Nanna Johns, my name is Robert Jackson, I am your attending physician." A male voice breaks in from a distance, slowly approaching, its tone professional. "What is your last memory?"

"Taking the robe to the laundry," I say, my own words surprising me, a mundane memory. "Why?"

"Apparently, you have a brain tumor." The doctor's words settle on me like a heavy, cold seal, chilling me to the bone.

"Oh my God," my mother's voice trembles, a gasp of horror. "Is it fatal?"

"Your chances are good, despite it being quite extensive. The good news is there's a doctor who would undertake your surgery. However, it's very dangerous."

"Why?"

"We're talking about brain surgery, madam. It's never without risk. The tumor is precisely in the occipital lobe. Which is located here." The doctor's cold fingers gently touch the back of my neck, as if examining the terrain, an impersonal touch. "If we don't operate, it will slowly spread. It may already be causing damage."

"Wait, are you saying that's why I'm blind?" The question stirs me, a sudden, alarming realization, and I slowly lift my head, my eyes straining.

"Possibly."

"Possibly is not an answer," I retort, frustration straining my chest, a sudden surge of anger, then I slowly lean back into the pillows, defeated.

"What if it doesn't succeed?"

"It's unknown, then will come headaches, chemotherapy, then brain death." The doctor's voice is completely devoid of emotion, a chillingly detached prognosis.

"But darling, you have nothing to lose." My mother's fingers caress my face, her touch loving, but desperation is in her words, a raw plea.

"Her consent is not even needed. Nanna cannot dispose of her life after three suicide attempts, and two medical papers support that she is not of sound mind. Madam," The air freezes at the doctor's words, his tone dismissive. "When you've decided, just say so."

"I'm not crazy," I grumble, a defiant protest, and feel that small hand on my shoulder again, Sierra's touch.

"You're not," says the kind voice. "I know. I have to go now. Everything will be alright." The hand lets go, and the cold emptiness returns, a sudden void.

"I don't want surgery," my voice is barely audible, a weak whisper; my mother's sigh cuts through the silence, a heavy sound. "They don't have to operate on me, Mom. You know they're wrong." My voice gets louder, sharper, laced with desperation.

"We have to try."

"I WON'T LET THEM TOUCH MY HEAD!" I shriek, the movement making the bed tremble, shaking violently. "I DON'T WANT TO! I DON'T WANT TO!" The beeping of the machines becomes unbearable, a frantic, maddening rhythm.

"Calm down!" A male voice cuts through the air, sharp and commanding. The next moment I feel a sharp prick in my arm, a sudden pain. My body grows heavy, a hot tear rolls down my face, a lone drop. I don't want them to touch my brain...

"Everything will be alright..." My mother caresses my face, her voice lost in the silence, a faint, reassuring murmur.
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I don't know how much time passes. Sometimes I hear movement, shuffling feet, the soft sounds of the hospital. A nurse. I try to lift my hand, but as soon as I let go, it falls back weightlessly, limp and unresponsive. Another injection, then they open my eyelids, but the darkness stubbornly remains, a persistent, unyielding void.

"Are you alright, Miss John?" A voice rings in my ear, close and clinical. I don't answer, unable to speak. "You'll receive anesthetic gas after you lie on your stomach. You won't feel anything," he says, and I'm lifted into the air, my body suspended. They package me, swaddling me, then push me into a cold room, the air chilling. I'm transferred again, turned onto my stomach, my face pressed into a hole, suffocating. Everything is cold, a pervasive chill.

"Vitals normal," says a young female voice, but her voice is muffled, as if speaking through a mask, distant and indistinct.

"Shave here." I feel a cold, sharp object on the back of my neck, then the hum of the clippers, a vibrating buzz. "Let's put her to sleep." A mask is placed on my face, covering my nose and mouth. I can still hear and feel them shaving the back of my neck. But I don't even have the strength to cry, my body numb. I close my eyes.

Sweet dreams, Nanna... I wish I'd never wake up... I say to myself... Then deathly silence, complete and utter.
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Silence and darkness. Everything around me ripples, as if I'm underwater, submerged in a dark sea. I hear the hum of machines, a low, steady drone. I hear them talking around me, but the words merge into meaningless noise, a jumble of sounds. Strange. I exist, but I don't feel my body, a disembodied consciousness. I lift my hand, but only a strange current gently strokes me, a light, unseen touch... A sharp beep cuts through the silence, a piercing sound, and before me, a distant, grey line appears, faint and wavering. Hmm... Perhaps this is the afterlife... Still,  the line darkens... And everything is black again, a return to the void.

The doctor slowly lifts the bloody, whitish growth, his movements precise. The machines beep frantically, their alarms urgent. The assistant's gaze is fixed on the monitors, the indicators dancing wildly, a chaotic display.

"Her heart stopped!" His voice is sharp, heavy, filled with alarm.

"Adrenaline!" The doctor reacts immediately, his gaze fixed on the waves on the monitor, a desperate hope. "How much anesthetic did she receive?"

"The prescribed amount..." the anesthesiologist retorts, his voice defensive, while the doctor huffs angrily, a frustrated sound. A short beep on the monitor...

"She's back..." the nurse says, quickly adjusting the infusion pump, her movements efficient.

"Let's close up..." the doctor says. A nurse stands beside him, pulling the table laden with sterile instruments, a silent assistant.

I'm still floating... weightless and disoriented.
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In the observation room, the small machine beeps rhythmically, a steady, reassuring sound. The nurse arrives running, her footsteps quick, but the door to room 7 is already open, a silent invitation. The man in scrubs stares in anxiously, waiting for the doctor, his face strained. The defibrillator fires with a strong, clattering sound, a jolt, as the thin body lifts in the bed, arching upwards. Once, again...

"Damn it..." the doctor growls, his voice frustrated, the machine charges, the voltage meter glows red, a dangerous light, then another loud clang shakes the air, a violent shock. The bed also moves, but the machine finally indicates life, a steady, triumphant beep.
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The elevator door slowly, as if reluctantly revealing its secret, opens with a soft, beeping sigh, a gentle, mechanical breath. One can't see, only sense, as a figure dressed in white steps onto the grey tiles, silent and ethereal. Silver bells tinkle with every touch on bare feet, weaving a soft melody of an invisible dance into the air, a delicate chime. The lace of the white cotton skirt flutters in a breeze of unknown origin, as if space itself were breathing around it, a silent whisper.

The silent arrival is followed by a shadow, and the heavier sound of black leather shoes breaks the spell, a grounding presence. Behind it, sharply creased grey trousers move, dissolving the mystique and smuggling reality into the present. The bells ring again and again, giving a vibrant melody to every silent step, until another white door slowly, as if opening into another dimension, gives way, revealing a new space.
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I become heavy... Every part of me aches, a dull, pervasive pain. As if an elephant is sitting on my chest, a crushing weight. I turn with difficulty, my body protesting, and the darkness slowly begins to dissipate, light seeping in, a gradual awakening.

"Nanna..." I hear my mother's voice, her hand immediately finding mine, her grip tight. "Hi... Can you hear me?"

"Yes..." My voice is barely audible, a weak whisper. "I'm thirsty..."

"I'll get you some water..." I hear her fumbling, a rustling sound, then the splash of water pouring into a glass. I slowly open my eyes! Everything is blurry, but I see my mother's orange shirt! Tears well up in my eyes as I look up at her, my vision clearing...

"Mom..." My voice trembles, raw with emotion, and she turns towards me, her face coming into focus. Her hair in a bun, her face tired, wrinkled... she leans closer, the image becomes clearer, sharper. "I see you!" My voice breaks as I see her occasional grey hairs, strands of silver. My mother drops the glass, a sudden crash, grabs my face, sobbing, tears streaming down her face.

"Oh my God... You can see?!"

"Yes!" I bawl, like a child, my voice a joyful shout. My mother trembles as she hugs me, kisses my face, and I squeeze her shirt, clutching at her. I can see!
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Strange! She looks out the window, meanwhile I comb my hair with my fingers, a new sensation. I carefully touch the bandage, a soft, padded lump, then just look at my hand. It's soaked with blood, red and sticky.

"Hmm..."

"Eat, Miss Johns..." the nurse enters the room, her voice kind, and I slowly turn towards her. I look at the soup on the tray, and the rice next to it, plain and bland.

"Is this diet food too?"

"Yes, now. Because of your heart," she notes, her voice calm, "take your medicine too."

I slowly sit up, and my mother appears in the doorway. She knocks, a soft rap.

"Hello there!" She smiles, and has a small package in her hand, wrapped. "I brought something!" she places the small package next to me, on the bed.

"What's this?" I ask, curious.

"Oh, just a cell phone," my mother says, her voice casual, and takes my hand, placing the phone in it. "We need to talk."

"Oh, goodness, about what?" I ask, and sigh deeply, a weary sound. "I won't commit suicide again," I say softly, a quiet reassurance, and she looks at me and smiles, a small, knowing curve of her lips.

"That's very good to hear..." She strokes my face, her touch gentle. "Although I've heard that from you many times."

Hmm, I don't answer that. She's right... I slowly unwrap the small box, tearing the paper. A purple Samsung!

"Whoa...!" I look at it, marveling, and slowly turn it on, the screen lighting up. And the most enjoyable part is when I peel off the protective film. Ooo...! The screen feels smooth and new.

"Supposedly everything is on it, you just need to create a user."

"Thanks!" I smile, a genuine, joyful smile, and my mother just watches, her face filled with love.

"Nanna..." She takes my hand, her grip gentle. "I hope you won't stone me, but..." she pauses for a moment, a hesitant silence, and I just look at her, waiting. "I have someone."

What?! My eyes widen, and I watch my mother's face redden, a blush spreading. She squeezes my hand, a nervous gesture.

"I adored your father, but... I can't do everything alone, it's a lot... The work, you..." me? A strange, unsettling thought.

She lets go of my hand and covers her face, hiding her embarrassment.

"Where did you meet him?"

"Online," my mother sighs deeply, a soft sound, "just... We were in the same group, we liked the same posts, and then one day... he messaged me."

"A weird way to pick up women," I pout, because it's absurd, a strange romance.

"It is!" My mother laughs, a bright, clear sound, and looks at me, her eyes sparkling. "But Ben is a good man."

We could debate what a good man is, I sigh, a private thought, and return to the phone, distracted.

"If it's good for you..." I sigh, a reluctant acceptance, and my mother nervously takes the soup, picking up the bowl.

"Come, eat..." She holds out the spoon to me, and I take the plate from her hand, a small, grateful gesture.

"Thanks, Mom!" I smile, and it suddenly hits me what poor things she must have gone through in recent years, the sacrifices. "Thanks for everything..."

Profile picture of a rose. Set.

It's 11:11 when I turn it off. However, the little Messenger pings. In an hour I had forty friends. Basically my former classmates. Then only "People you may know" appeared.

I changed about seven wallpapers before I found this mountainous one, a serene landscape.

Hmm... I close my eyes, and slowly lean to the side, settling in. Time to sleep. I look at the light of the outdoor lamp in the window, and slowly... everything goes dark, a peaceful descent into sleep.
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I'm coming out of the apartment when I hear something rushing through the hallway. Strongly. Big... I step back, and four huge dogs stand before me. Behind them, a snarling wolf steps, approaching. I hear it breathing, growling, every step strong, vibrating through my body. I step back, searching for the door to go back into the apartment, but the white fangs shine before me.

"NO!" I gasp in panic as I sit up. The watch vibrates on my wrist. 199 blinks on it, below it the yellow word: CALM. Whew... I hold my chest, dizzy... I slowly lean back, and stare at the white ceiling.

Relax, Nanna... Just a dream...

9:20. The doctor looks at me seriously.

"Apparently, you're nearsighted. Your glasses will be ready tomorrow," he writes the numbers on the paper. "Let's see the bandage..." he stands up, and slowly unwraps the tape at the back of my neck. "Any pain?"

"No, just itchy..." I breathe, and look at my hands. I slowly stroke the marks of the cuts. Meanwhile, the doctor carefully washes the wound. One, two, three... Four... Four? I stroke it again, but there are only four...

"From where?" it bursts out of me.

"Don't you remember?"

"No... Only the first three."

"Hmm... Probably because of the surgery. The brain is a very complex organ, capable of hiding things for its own protection."

"To protect me?"

"Yes. Traumatic event, or fear..."

"I doubt it, I still remember the accident..."

"Hmm... Then it might be a temporary disturbance."

"They said that about my blindness too," I retort, and the doctor sighs.

"Nanna, you've had a very serious surgery. That should be your least concern that a few days are missing." He fumbles with my hair. "Healing nicely," he places the cotton with dried blood into the metal bowl resting on the table. "What does Dr. Tina say?" he asks, and I sigh.

"Just the usual... She interrogates me about my goals."

"Really?" the doctor is surprised. "And do you have goals?"

"Not really..." I play with my fingers. "I don't know what to do with life?"

He's silent for a little while, then I feel him blow on the wound, and put the bandage on it.

"You must have some dream."

"One."

"What is it?"

"Dogs attacking me," I say softly, "more of a nightmare..."

"Dogs?" the doctor asks, and takes off his gloves. I look at him and smile. "Are you afraid of them?"

"Not really."

"Then why is it a nightmare?"

"There's a snarling black wolf among them. I always wake up when it attacks me."

The doctor is silent for a little while, looks, then nods.

"Thought-provoking..."

"Why?"

"Why does the wolf attack?"

"I don't know."

"The wolf," the doctor sits opposite me, "can be a symbolic embodiment of the subconscious. A symbol of instinct, intuition, loyalty, and pack or family. Something provoked it... Some change that you find hard to accept..."

"It's simply a bloodthirsty animal," I blurt out, and the doctor stands up and slowly leaves.

"True," he says, and stops at the door, "however, it's a top predator, strong, raw, brave, and extremely intelligent."

"Hm..." I laugh, and crawl into bed.
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Not a day passes without me sitting for an hour with this crazy doctor. I look at inkblots... She takes notes. She asks me about my plans, takes notes. I look at her short, grey hair. She looks serious, but chews gum at the same time. Dad, how annoying...

"Still,  don't remember how you got sick?"

"No," I roll my eyes.

"Please tell me about your family..."

Again... Great. I cross my arms. I don't say anything. The doctor looks at me.

"Nanna, where do you feel safe? Calm?"

"Dunno... When I bathe," the doctor takes notes again, "It would be nice to have a long soak in warm water..." She looks up at me, and tilts her head.

"What would that feel like?"

"Pleasant..." I smile, "cleansed..."

"Interesting..." she takes notes, then looks serious, and leans on her knee. "Would you like to live alone?"

I just look at her, and sigh.

"I'd like to... live...". I look out the window. I see the leaves of the Japanese ornamental shrub dancing. "Get out... Walk around, meet people... Maybe work..."

The doctor takes notes again.

"Are you taking your medication?"

"Yes."

"Is the heart monitor not bothersome?" I look at the watch on my hand.

"It shows the time, has an alarm function too. And some kind of wallet."

"You can pay with it if you set up your card details."

"Oh..." I laugh, and the doctor takes notes.

"No. You can do physically demanding work."

"I was thinking something online," I mumble, and she takes notes again.

"What about the wolf?" she asks, and I look at her. "Are you still dreaming about it?"

"No, but I'd like to," I say, and the doctor is surprised. "I want to know why it attacks me?"

"Do you think it will answer?" she asks, and I smile.

"I'll offer it."

"Otherwise?" she asks, shocked, and I look at her for a long time.

"It's a dream, right?" I ask, and she just nods. "Then I'll skin it, and it'll become a coat."

The doctor's eyes widen now, even her lips part slightly, at which I start to laugh, and adjust my glasses. "Just a dream, I played with the thought."

"I see..." a smile on the doctor's lips, and she takes notes. "This will be enough... You can go home tomorrow..." she says, "your mother will get your papers..."

Oh... I look at her, then at the clock. "Great."

"Good luck with your new life, Nanna!" she extends her hand, and I slowly shake it.

Hmm...
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My mother smiles in the doorway as I pack my clothes. I look in the mirror, and the bandage is bothersome. But it's only a few more days...

"Ready," I say, stopping in the doorway. Opposite me is a grey-haired man wearing a plaid shirt. He reaches for my bag.

"Nanna," my mother gestures to him. "This is Ben... I told you about him."

"Hello," he takes my hand, and I smile. "I hear everything's alright."

"Yes."

"Can we go home?" he looks at my mother, and gestures forward. My mother starts walking, and I follow. I don't say anything.

After three weeks, I'm finally going home. The nurse stops me at the reception. She hands me papers.

"Sign here..." she points to the small squares. "Here too..." she turns a page. I scribble, because I haven't written in years... My hand moves with difficulty. "Here too..."

"Got it?" I ask, pushing up my slipped glasses.

"Just a couple," she says with a kind smile, handing me another page. There are numbers on this one...

"$47,000?" I ask, and the nurse smiles.

"The cost of the surgery has already been covered..." she turns the page, but there are numbers here too.

"Oh my God, that's a fortune!"

"It's good to have insurance..." the nurse smiles again.

"Yeah..." I grumble.

"This is the last one," she places a sheet in front of me. She points to a small line. "Here."

I sign, and look up at her.

"Done?"

"Done, Miss Johns," she takes the papers from in front of me, and I sigh.

Hooray!

The wind is blazing hot when I step out into the bright sun. I suddenly can't see anything, and my mother links her arm through mine.

"Steps," she says, and I smile. Yes, steps...

Ben heads towards a purple Ford. "EQUATOR" I read the emblem, as he opens the door for my mother, then for me in the back. Super, at least he's a gentleman... I smile.
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The apartment is cool and tidy. Nothing has changed in my room. I draw the blackout curtain, and my phone pings in my back pocket. An old classmate. "So good to hear from you..." I read, and smile. Yeah...

Just needs a little tech.
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I'm looking through job listings... I'm bored at home. My mom is looking at houses with Ben, and I have no intention of living with them. I need to get back on my feet. The more independent I am, the less they'll bother me. I scroll through the ads, but nothing.

Ugh... I'm bored... I stand up, two steps to the kitchen, and open the fridge. Only vegetables and eggs. Great! I slam the door shut, and look at the clock. Time to try this gadget... There's a McDonald's on the other side. That'll do, I grin.

I lock the door, turn to the elevator. Interesting... After so many years of darkness, I see everything new, but my body knows everything. My step, my arm, my finger... Except the elevator. I raise my hand, press the button for one, and wait. Hmm... I smile. As if I'd been given another chance... But for what?
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"Happy Meal!" I smile at the young boy. I could even work here... A few moments, and he places the tray in front of me. I raise my left arm, lean closer to him.

"Do you know how to pay with this?"

"It's simple," he smiles, goes into the watch's menu, activates the little "N" icon, and lifts it to the POS. It pings. "Ta-da!" he grins.

And my jaw drops. Am I this blonde? I laugh, and nibble on the french fries. A pickle escapes from the burger. I push it back, and my finger is covered in sauce. I just look at it for a little while, look, and slowly pop it in. Hmm... I grin to myself, and look at the boy again. He's looking too. A mischievous smile appears on his face, then he turns away, embarrassed. Hmm... I need someone...
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As I run across the road, my eye catches an advertisement on a pole.

"Assistant wanted. Young, dynamic. Training provided. Hours 9-17. Salary by agreement and performance."

A photo, and I head into the apartment block.

Sounds good. An assistant position could be a start.
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Simona... What kind of name is that? I reread the card around this woman's neck. Fifties, but tall, pretty, nicely made up. This carrot-red isn't my color, but it suits her. Her suit is tight, and what's unusual is her open, friendly voice.

"So Nanna..." she smiles at me. "I'll outline what the job would entail."

"Alright."

"As you can see, we're a construction company. Several projects pass through us every month. The team size is very large," she hands me an organizational chart. I look at the pictures, chuckling. "As you can see, under the director is Cassian Roberts, he directs the fieldwork for all ten teams – essentially the boss's right-hand man – 307 workers. The company also owns all heavy machinery," she hands me a catalog. I look at the monstrous CAT-branded mustard-yellow excavator, bulldozer, crane, scaffolding, drill... Wow... "Well. What you need to take care of is online procurement, based on field reports." She places a laptop in front of me, a spreadsheet appears on it. "This is an example. As you can see, it lists the project number, number of workers, number of workers, work hours, hourly wage. Used machines, and machine maintenance time. This here is the area marked on the map, and here are the phases..." she clicks on another tab. "Every project has five phases: 1. Survey, 2. Design, 3. Foundation, 4. Construction, 5. Handover." I nod. "Got it so far?"

"Every line," I smile.
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"Great," Simona smiles. "And here's the materials list. You'll need to take care of this and the machinery. I have the workers' hourly wages."

"Oh, do you get this report too?"

"At the end of the month, yes," she opens a new window. "Now, these are the suppliers. You'll need to maintain contact with them," I look at the spreadsheet full of names, phone numbers, and email addresses. "It's good to negotiate the price of materials," she winks at me, and places the laptop on the table. "After you place the order, you need to confirm to Cassian which project and on what day the delivery will be," I nod.

She is silent for a little while, and looks at me kindly.

"Well? How does it sound?"

"Dynamic," I smile.

"As you can see, no qualification or degree is required. You need to be able to talk and use a computer. And of course, pay attention to the numbers and stick to deadlines. Difficult?"

"Not really."

"Do you feel like you can do it?"

"I'll try," I smile. She then stands up. She adjusts her skirt.

"Excellent!" she grabs my hand. "Then let's go, I'll introduce you!" What?! I follow her in a panic. "Your hourly wage is $5," she mutters, and I just follow her down the hallway. "Your desk," she points to the brown desk by the window. She picks up the access card from it, which has no name, just: CAT PROJECT ASSISTANT. She hangs it around my neck. A young man in a suit walks towards us.

"Oh, George!" Simona grabs his arm, and pulls him in front of me. He's a little taller than me. A nervous, kind smile appears on his face. Handsome. "This is Nanna! George is our accountant."

"Hello!"

"Welcome to the pack!" George takes my hand.

"Pack?" it bursts out of me. Simona pats me on the shoulder.

"That's right. Only two of us are women in the whole company," she pokes my shoulder. "The guys just fall at our feet," Simona whispers, and I laugh. "The boss?" she turns to George.

"With Cassian," he gestures to the door.

"Perfect timing!" Simona opens the door, and gracefully enters the office. Deathly silence for a little while. "Excuse the interruption, I'd like to introduce Miss Nanna Johns!" she gestures to me, at which my stomach cramps, and I nervously step in. A bald figure sits by the window with a cigar in his hand, blowing smoke out the window. In front of him is a black-haired man wearing a brightly colored camouflage uniform. A purple patch on half of his face. Probably a pigment disorder. The organizational chart flashes in my mind, and the name under the picture: Cassian Roberts. And what I don't like is that both of them stare at me. Simona squeezes my shoulder, and I wave awkwardly, like a little girl.

"Finally! You start tomorrow!" says the bald man. At which Cassian wipes his face, and grumbles.

"This is a kid."

I just purse my lips. But my whole spine tenses with nerves. I straighten up. A dangerous smirk flashes on his lips, and he just looks at me out of the corner of his eye. It seems I'll have to really put in the effort.
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I collapse into bed. Meanwhile, my mom sends pictures of the new house. I just hit a big like. I'm starting work tomorrow, I write, and my mom already calls.

"Yes?"

"Where?"

"An assistant at a construction company."

"Assistant?"

"Just checking numbers and ordering a few things."

"Are you sure you want to work?"

"Yeah..." I unbutton my jeans, and stop. "I need a little color and change..."

"I see..." my mom sighs. "If you need anything, just call."

"Okay, I'll let you go, I'm going to bed. Arrange your nice apartment."

"A room for you too..."

"No need."

"Just in case..."

"Okay..."

"Good night, kiss!"

"Kiss..." I look at the phone. I need color...

I button my jeans, pull on my sneakers, and rush out. I don't wait for the elevator, I trot down the stairs, throw open the front door, and look at the hair salon next to the McDonald's. The clock shows a quarter past eight as I hurry across the street.

I open the door, and the young girl with pink hair looks at me. She blows a big bubble with her gum, then completely swallows it.

"Can I help you?" she asks, and I grin.

"Your color."

"My color?" she asks back, and looks me up and down. "Are you sure?"

"100%." I sit in front of her, and look in the mirror. "Just be careful here, there's a scar..." I put my finger on the one-inch scar on the back of my neck, and the girl just looks at me in the mirror. She spreads my wavy brown hair over my shoulders, and chews her gum loudly.

"I'll have to cut some of it off..."

"Go for it!" I look at her, she grins.

"Whatever the client desires..."
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It's past 6:30. I take my shirt, and button it up while looking in the mirror. Bubblegum pink... I smile, and run my fingers through my hair. It barely reaches my shoulders. My head also feels lighter... Hmm... Come on, Nanna... I grin.

8:50. The hallway is empty. I don't know when the boss arrived. The laptop turns on, and I just read the emails. Interesting... Ads, Simona's reports, audits, new projects...

9:00 C.Robert Subject: 08102032

I open it, and read the reports Simona showed me yesterday. But what am I supposed to do?

9:20. The door opens in the hallway.

"Is the order ready?" Cassian asks without greeting, and I just look up at him. He looks, waiting for an answer.

"Was it supposed to be?" it bursts out of me. George appears behind him. He nods frantically. "Yes," I say, and Cassian purses his lips.

"When will it come?"

George moves his hand. I still wait... I read the sentence on his lips.

"Still,  waiting... For the answer..." I add.

"Tell me immediately when you have an answer, I need to assign the work at 10."

"Alright," I retort, and Cassian leaves.

"That color's ugly..." he mutters, at which my face flushes.

"Whew..." I exhale. George casually leans against the desk. "Thanks," I mumble.

"I like it," he flashes a charming smile. But I just look at him. Maybe he's my age, he takes good care of himself, and I look at his hand. Married. "Your hair," he scratches his nose, and I grin. Great... "Start taking notes," he puts the pen in front of me, and points to the laptop. "Cassian is holding a meeting at 10, it's advisable to give him an answer. Today you say there isn't one, but by then you have to have placed the order."

"Understood."

"Every email is dated. And the reports are by project number. What interests you is here," he leans closer, and his perfume wafts over me. Nice.

George explains, and I take notes in bullet points.

"How do you know so much about this?"

"I started here," he laughs, arms crossed, then just looks. "Just let me... I'll handle this..."

"No, no," I wave my hand, but he pulls the chair out. "I'll be indebted to you."

"You'll pay when you want. First impressions count for a lot," he mutters, and he's already working on the spreadsheets.

It just hits me that he's right. That man already thinks I'm a mess, if I also say there's no order for his work, he'll really twist things.

George does everything slowly. He constantly saves his calculations. And I just watch him.

"This is done..." he says, and opens the suppliers' page. "Now, before you order," he picks up his phone from the desk, "you call," he winks at me, and I smile.

I listen to a one or two minute conversation, taking notes. Introduction, I say what I need, how much, I listen to the offer, and I write in quotation marks: "my budget is at least 20% tighter than this."

At 9:55, George presses the "reply all" button. Simona and Matt Davis are added to the recipients. Reply:

Good morning!

Order placed. Total: $5700.

Order delivery: 12:00, 2032.10.08.

Have a nice day!

Hmm, I just smile. George presses the "send" button, and puts his hands in his pockets.

"Let's go!"

"Where?"

"To Cassian's briefing," he flashes a smile, and holds my blazer out to me.

Okay, I stand up, take my blazer, and follow him.

Down the hall, a door, and a large room opens. At least 100 people are crammed in here. There's a loud rumble, disturbing, like a deep, continuous hum. All in bright vests, work gear, hard hats, thick gloves. I stop in fright, and step back. At which I bump into George.

"Well?" he breathes into my ear.

Cassian stands on a chair, and sudden deathly silence. So much so that I hear him putting on his hard hat, the buckle tightening, and looking at his phone.

"Excellent! Today we're laying the foundation for fields fourteen and fifteen. The material will be out by 12, so have the final measurements done by then, and I need the pictures!" he says loudly.

"Let's go!" a hoarse reply comes, and from the corner a twenty-person team moves, the door opens.

I just stare. Cassian recites all the numbers, assigns the work, and the small teams leave in order.

I gnaw on my elbow, standing with my arms crossed next to George, when the last team leaves. Cassian jumps off the chair, grabs his vest, and walks towards me.

"Nice work," he mutters as he walks past us, and deathly silence.

My face just burns, and I exhale.

"Relax," George strokes my shoulder. "You'll get this," he puts his head on my shoulder. And I close my eyes.

"Do I feel right that you're messing with me?"

"Maybe," I hear a smirk, "but..." he lets go, "only if it doesn't bother you."

I look him over, and I have to admit, he's handsome.

"I don't want anything serious."

"Nothing serious," he nods.

"Just oral," I step closer to him, but George's eyes widen, he just swallows, and I'm surprised at myself. Nanna... My heart pounds, the watch doesn't even signal, but it's like defiance bubbling up from my depths...

"Wh-what? But why?" he asks nervously.

"I don't believe in love," I smile.

"Huh... Is this a challenge?"

"If you want it to be..." I say, laughing, and slowly walk past him back down the hallway.

Good luck... I lost my trust in men and the illusion of great pink love a long time ago. I won't let any of them turn my head.
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A New Routine
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2032.10.15.

Well, congratulations, Nanna! I read the email from Simona, and I'm proud of myself. Even though this seemingly not-much work sometimes burns out my brain.

I open the door in front of me. "Accounting" it says, and the tower of papers on the desk just means George is looking for something.

"What's missing?" I ask, leaning on the desk, at which he snaps his head up and looks at me.

"An invoice," he smiles. "An invoice that has exactly $13.06 as the total."

"What?" I laugh.

"Funny?" he asks nervously, and I see his serious concern.

"It is. We have cat machines worth millions, is $13 really the problem?"

George just looks at me, leans back, his head reddening.

"Are you messing with me, Nanna?" he asks, and his hand clenches into a fist.

I straighten up, and cross my arms. "$13 and six cents. If the office doesn't find proof for it, they'll dig to the depths of hell to find out what we spent so much on. By the way," he leans closer, "CATERPILLAR, it got its name from the caterpillar track, not a cat."

"Can I help?" I ask, at which his jaw tightens, he looks, then leans back, and starts unbuckling his belt. Great...

This guy is good. I like him. Always clean. He doesn't even touch me, he just enjoys me biting the meat. Until it explodes.

"I'm close..." he bites in one breath. I let go, and he grabs a paper towel, barely trembling as he orgasms, suppressing it so much he doesn't even make a sound, and I just wipe my mouth. I look at him.

"Better?"

"A little," he wipes himself, and I sigh.

"Message me when you're done," I say, and leave the office.

Who understands this panic, but he's probably right. Since millions are swirling in the accounts, the financial office constantly checks the company, even though the profit is very low.

Well, I don't give a damn... I sit back at my desk, and look at the progress of the projects. Meanwhile, the invoices I receive from the weekly order. I quickly finish them, and it's almost 5 o'clock. I'm closing the program when my eye catches an unread email. From a cement delivery company. "Invoice" it says in the subject, and when I open it, I laugh.

Quantity ordered: 1. Hydro-insulating total: $13.06. Great.

I forward it to George. And I turn off the little machine.

I stare at the ceiling. Hmm... I'm bored. Though I have to admit, George is an exciting little figure. Kind, handsome, and you can play with him. Play... The word rings in my mind, and my hand slides under the blanket. Hmm... His tongue is enjoyable... Hmm... I play with my button, and my mind quickly dulls. The pleasure gently washes over me, and I sigh.

Damn! I sit up, and go for my bag. I forgot to take my medicine. When I open the small bottle, I see it's the last pill. I pop it, and go to the kitchen for water.

Maybe I should buy a dildo... Or make this whole thing with George more serious... Hmm... I drink the water, meanwhile reading the list on the fridge. Interesting... Eggs, tomatoes framed. Below it, milk, vegetables and fruit. Walnuts? Where would I get walnuts, Mom? Whatever. When I lean back in bed, I close my eyes. This is fine... George isn't for me anyway. If he cheats on his wife like this, he'd cheat on me too... Hmm, a nice little marriage... What's the point of it all?
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Daily Challenges
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October 16, 2032. 8:00 AM

A single rose on the desk. Hmm... I smile as I put my bag on the chair and take off my coat. It has a sweet scent. I turn on my laptop and check my emails. My god, so many ads! Great. It's 8:05; I still have time. I adjust my skirt and start walking down the hallway. My shoes click loudly, and I haven't even reached the accounting office when the door opens.

I stop. George just looks at me and smiles. Then he grabs my arm, pulling me in. I hear the door lock click, and he unbuttons the top button of his shirt.

"A real round?" he asks, taking off his jacket.

But I slip out of my shoes and sit on the desk.

"Rather lick, like a good boy," I say when he stands before me. "You'd better compensate me for your tantrum yesterday..." I place my leg on his hard cock, and he just swallows.

"Why don't we just have normal sex? I have condoms." He pulls a small blue foil from his pocket, but I just grin. You want me, huh? But...

"You're not there yet!" I lift my leg to his shoulder. "Come on!" I breathe, and he finally kneels. Hmm... I sigh when I feel his mouth. He can lick well. It shows he's married; he doesn't just "see this sometimes." After a little while, however, I'm still only at the pleasurable feeling. I grab his hair and press him between my legs.

"You're getting on my nerves!" I growl at him. He grabs my thigh, licking all over. Finally! "Don't stop!"

I stifle him between my legs when everything goes dark before me. Pleasure smooths over me, although a hard round would be nice. The watch on my hand doesn't even budge. George wipes his face and leans close.

"When will I be there?" he asks, but I push him away, tear off a tissue, and wipe myself.

"When this," I point to the watch, "exceeds 180, without you touching me."

"What?" he asks, stunned, but I trash the paper, adjust my skirt, and grin.

"What about me?" he asks.

"Nothing," I say, standing in the doorway and turning back. "Yesterday I was left like that too. Suffer!" I whisper to him and wink. Hmm... That was good! I adjust my hair and head back.
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Company Dynamics
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Cassian stands at the desk, hands in his pockets.

"The whole company goes through you?" he asks, and my brain explodes.

"What?!" I ask louder than necessary. He holds a paper in front of me.

"I need the certificates for the procured materials," he says. I exhale slowly and sit down at the laptop.

"Theoretically, I have access to everything," I grumble, my ears burning.

"When you have it, send it," he says and leaves.

"Good morning to you too, by the way," I mutter under my breath. He stops, and my blood freezes. My hand doesn't even move on the keyboard. I just swallow. He walks on without a word.

[image: ]

I search the database, but I can't find what Cassian needs. I can get it, though. The phone rings for a long time, my fingers drumming on the desk. Does Cassian have a girlfriend? Does he treat her this rudely too? the thought crosses my mind.

"Hello?" a voice answers the phone.

"Oh, good day! I'm calling from CAT PROJECTS."

"I know, I have your number," comes a nonchalant reply, and a brain cell dies.

"Great, I need the quality certificates for order 23098-002."

"Seriously?" A disturbing question. I can visualize this guy chewing gum.

"Today!" I say.

"I'll check..." he mutters and hangs up.

Damn! I just stare at the phone and huff. What a jerk!
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It's 5:00 PM, and no one answers the phone. My brain is exploding because I don't want to face Cassian empty-handed. George stops in front of me. He just watches. I hang up the phone.

"I'm leaving."

"Good," I snap, but he doesn't move. I draft an email: "Kind reminder!!!"

"What level am I?" The question comes out of nowhere, and I look up at him. "Level?!" He gestures, "Between us!"

"Yeah," I lean back and run my hand through my hair. "Medium."

"Medium?" He's surprised.

"Yes," I stretch. "Be glad... It's a good level," I yawn, "better than Mr. Cassian Asshole's level 0."

"And... when do we get to the kissing? Because..." he starts to say, but his phone rings. "Yes, darling, I'm just leaving," he says sweetly, and I just grin. He gestures with a flushed face and hurries out into the hallway. But his question hits me: I haven't kissed him once! Hmm... I tilt my head to the side and look at the display. I don't even want to.

7:00 PM. I went over everything again, but nothing. And they're still not answering. I'll try again in the morning.

But it doesn't let me rest! It's half past midnight, and I'm tossing and turning in bed. I need those papers!
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7:00 AM. The office is completely empty. I check the emails again, but no reply.

"I don't believe this!" I hit the desk. I try calling them, but they don't pick up. I just hold my head and sigh. The stomach cramp bothers me more and more.

At 9:00 AM, the door opens, and I look up. Cassian stares for a long time. I don't even speak.

"One can't even trust you with this much..." he says, and opens the boss's office door. A world collapses inside me now. The roaring comes...

It's 11:00 AM, and he's still talking to the boss. The little email finally appears in front of me with the attached documents.

"Finally!" I stand up and print them out immediately. I arrange them in order by material, and as the door opens, I already lift the stack of papers.

"The certificates," I say to Cass, but he looks at me, purses his lips, takes the stack of papers, and when I finally feel relieved, he throws them in the trash.

"They're no longer needed," he grumbles and leaves. I stand here with my mouth open, trembling with nerves. What the hell?!

"Do you know how much work I put into them?!" I snap, turning after him. Cass stops and turns towards me. "I went home at seven in the evening!" I gesture to the desk. "I called that wretched company a dozen times! I barely slept! I was here at seven in the morning to get the papers! And you throw them away?!" I raise my voice, and he steps back in front of me.

The boss's door opens now. I just boil, staring Cassian down. A dangerous smile appears on his lips. I literally feel my eyes widen. Sexy and dangerous, either I'm getting a beating now, or I'm getting fired... He goes around me, takes the stack of papers out of the trash, and puts them on the desk. He stands in front of me, leaving inches between us, then leans close.

"Good girl. From now on, every material needs an archived certificate." I just swallow. He leans into my ear. "Mind your little mouth!" he grumbles, and my ear flushes. He smiles at me again and leaves.

I tremble, gripping my arm. When I turn around, the boss looks at me.

"We threw away $16,000 worth of material from last week's order. Tell the supplier, plus an administrative fee of $4,000. George will send them the invoice."

I just stand and listen. Is it all about money?

"According to the certificate, the material is good," I say. The boss just looks at me.

"The certificate was late," and he closes the door.

I don't understand! I sit back at the laptop and hold my head. What's going on?!
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I'm just spaced out. I eat the ordered Chinese, chewing slowly. Cassian's grumbling still rings in my ears, and I close my eyes. He definitely doesn't have a girlfriend... Or if his girlfriend also grumbles like that, I feel sorry for her... Typical alpha!
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Taking Control
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"Lick already!" I inhale, my lips sharply outlined in the mirror, while my fingers grasp George's dark hair, pressing him between my thighs. His movements are hesitant, weak. I swear, he's just struggling. "More!" I growl deeply, peering at the blue ceiling, while he finally grabs my button. A sharp, wildfire-like sensation cuts through me; I throw my head back and let go of control. George pulls his head away, his face glistening with moisture.

"Did you come?" His voice is raw, angry. I just nonchalantly purse my lips.

"Yes," I reply slowly, the word sticking in my throat, "with difficulty."

"Next time, focus!" He hands me the white terry towel, his movement stiff.

"Next time, keep up!" I stand facing him, the cold air giving me goosebumps on my arms. I throw the towel onto his chest, the material thudding softly against his skin. "If I can suck hard, you lick hard too!" I snatch my panties from the back of his desk chair, the lace cold on my skin. "I'm going, I have a meeting!" I'm already turning towards the door, the doorknob cool under my palm.

I don't care. The agreement is a sexual relationship. There's nothing else between us. Sometimes I even think that's too much. I feel sorry for his poor wife, who is probably sleeping the sweet dream of ignorance. But that's how it is. Life is just like that. Although... I'm starting to get bored with him...
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I tiptoe down the hallway, the rhythmic click of my black patent high heels echoing in the silence, louder than they should. The workers are on their break, scattered on benches, cigarette smoke swirling above them. And I have a little something to settle with the boss.

I enter the dining room. The noise here is muffled. Cassian sits at the end of the table, a plate of food in front of him. He lifts his head, his dark eyes sizing me up, his expression neutral.

"My God, why is your step so heavy? Are you doing it on purpose? You're like a reed!" His voice is indifferent, but there's a hidden edge to it.

I slowly raise my eyebrow, my answer vibrating in the air.

"You don't want to get under my heels, believe me!" I pull the corner of my mouth and slam the thick, beige folder onto the table. The dull thud of the papers disturbs the silence. Cass looks up, and a sly, gloating smile flashes at the corner of his mouth.

"That was a compliment."

"And from me, a warning!" I lean closer, my scent perhaps reaching him. My gaze is sharp; I stare him down. "Where did the material go? According to the papers, I bought everything."

"We miscalculated," he replies, his smile more dangerous now than before. I put my hands on my hips, my movement defiant.

"Really?"

"Yes," he continues eating, the fork clanking metallically on the plate. "Fourteen cubic meters more are needed. The foundation was dug deeper; the material is there," he mutters with a full mouth and shrugs as if this were the most natural thing in the world. My brain is boiling. I just hold my head, my forehead furrowed, and slowly exhale. This can't be... I look at my watch; the hands point to half past four. Great!

"Tomorrow I'll approve the new request!" I declare, no doubt in my voice. And that's how the construction company goes into the red.

I pick up my beige coat from the back of the chair, sling my bag over my shoulder, and head out. I cast one more glance at my pink hair in the mirror next to the entrance. My mom will surely be shocked, I grin to myself. I lean closer; my makeup is fine, the lipstick vibrant on my lips. I adjust my glasses on my nose; this will do.

I really don't feel like tonight's dinner, but it is what it is. I have to accept it. The price of my freedom. Well... I hurry down the street towards the restaurant, my bag swinging rhythmically by my side. The wind is already quite biting, catching in my hair. I look at the sky, dark clouds piling up threateningly. I hope it doesn't rain.

My phone vibrates in my pocket. "MOM" appears on the screen, and I sigh, rejecting the call.

"Yes, Mom, I'm on my way," I say quickly, crossing the pedestrian crossing in the crowd, the lights flashing yellow, warning of the rush. Suddenly, my left ear starts ringing. I just make it to the other side when it stops. "I'm here!" I wave into the restaurant window. In the light, I see my mother staring at me with her mouth open, her face distorted with shock. Next to her, Ben just flashes a faint, restrained smile.

"Pink?" my mother asks, stunned, her voice catching, when I lean down to kiss her cheek.

"I like it," I wave my hair, the pink strands gently rippling, and the waiter politely takes my coat.

"Thanks!" I flash him a kind smile. He just nods, his face expressionless.

"I think it suits you," Ben says calmly. I finally sit down on the comfortable, velvet-covered chair. "What would you like?" he asks, and I open the thick menu with gilded edges. My mother, however, is still in shock, her gaze lingering on my hair.

"How? Your beautiful brown hair..."

"First I bleached it, then I dyed it," I reply simply, studying the menu.

"I'm starting to regret signing that paper," she mutters and sips her red wine, gripping the stem of the glass tightly.

"Not that you had any other choice," I turn a page in the menu, the letters elegantly lined up. "You just had to accept that I'm well and I can take care of myself."

"Are you taking your medicine?"

"I don't need to anymore," I retort, my voice sharp. "Only for three months. And I'm fine!" I grin at her, my teeth flashing white.

"Yeah, Anza, leave her alone already! You see, she has a job, a salary, she's independent..." Ben lists, his voice protective.

"I have a boyfriend too," I turn another page. "Oh, quail, sounds good!"

"And an appetite too," Ben laughs. "It just doesn't show on her."

I just roll my eyes. Ben laughs softly next to me. For a sixty-year-old, I must say, I like this man. He reminds me a lot of my father.

"Are you going to tell me, or should I?" he asks, elegantly cutting the meat on his plate. I already gobble up the first bite.

"What?" I ask with a full mouth.

"I asked your mother," he says cheerfully. I almost choke on the bite. My mother doesn't say anything, just continues eating, her gaze fixed on her plate. "She didn't want to tell you."

"Because I didn't even answer," my mother retorts, her voice a little hurt. I just watch them, this strange understanding between them. How they behave.

"I would have said yes," I shrug. Ben is stunned, the fork suspended in the air.

"Even Nanna makes decisions faster!" Ben laughs, and my mother sighs, her shoulders tensing.

"I don't want to be a bride!" she says into her wine glass, her voice soft and sad.

"Then you won't be," I shrug.

"Nor... How does that look before God?"

I wave towards Ben, my practiced "just say yes" smile on my face, which usually breaks my mother's resistance. I see her lips thin into a line, her eyes roll, but then she gently pushes towards Ben.

"Yeah."

The weight of silence descends on the dining table. The clinking of forks and knives, the hum of quiet conversations dies down. I laugh softly, my voice breaking the tension. A faint smile appears on Ben's face, slowly widening, until finally we laugh together, our laughter spreading in soft waves through the air. We just look at each other, and my mother sighs deeply, as if relieved of a ton of weight.

"Alright..."

"Hooray!" I slap the table, the clatter of glasses echoing my cheer. "Finally! Congratulations!"

Ben leans towards my mother and gently kisses her forehead. I stand up and celebrate with small dance moves in place. When I sit back down, my fingers stroke the cool glass of the wine. The high, disturbing ringing returns in my ear. I close my eyes; the word "Nanna" flashes in my mind like a faint memory. I sigh deeply, rub my forehead with my palm, then turn in the chair. Silvery streaks run down the windowpane; it's pouring rain outside.

"Everything alright?" Ben's worried gaze rests on me, his hand gently touches my shoulder. I look at him, my smile fainter than usual.

"Just... a long day. It's time for me to go..."
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A Chance Encounter

[image: ]


The lift door opens unnoticed before me, and I step into the narrow, mirrored space. Next to me stands a black model, adjusting the perfect lines of her Cleopatra hairstyle. Tall, exquisitely beautiful, and graceful, she radiates self-assured elegance. I return her gaze with a fleeting, friendly smile. She slowly looks at me, a faint smile playing on the corner of her lips, then gracefully points upwards with a long, lacquered fingernail.

"Photoshoot."

"On the roof?" my quiet question breaks the hum of the elevator in surprise. She smiles again, wider this time, her pearly teeth flashing.

"Good view."

The elevator opens silently on the eighth floor, and I step out into the cool hallway.
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The soft click of my door lock indicates I'm home. It's strange how different this neighborhood feels; the air seems denser, more alien. I step into the dark apartment, where the motion-sensor lights immediately switch on, flooding the space with a soft, yellowish glow. I hang my coat on the rack, my bag slides off my shoulder, and I sigh as I slip out of my tight, black high heels. On the kitchen counter, I spot a bottle of red wine, its dark glass gleaming invitingly in the light.

"Oh my god..." I sigh, as the cork pops softly. I take a deep sniff of the wine's aroma, then slowly pour myself a glass. Could my day get any worse?

I scratch my forehead, my thoughts a tangled web in my head, and I look at the clock. The blue hand rests above the six, the end of the day still far away. I put the glass down on the white, modern table. Great. For some reason, I'm curious about that photoshoot.

I grab the wine bottle and two crystal glasses, slip back into my uncomfortable high heels, and with a sudden decision, open the door. Since when have there been photoshoots here? I wonder, as I press the eight button in the elevator.
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It's pouring rain when the elevator door opens on the roof. The cool, damp wind blows through my shirt; maybe I should have dressed warmer. I step out onto the concrete rooftop terrace and spot the erected tent, a sharp flash of light occasionally appearing from beneath the tarp. Wow...

I slowly enter through the open side of the tent, lights dancing before my eyes. A tiny Chinese girl looks at me, her face professionally indifferent. I just nod at her, then my breath catches. The model I saw in the elevator stands in the middle of the tent, her black skin glistening with moisture as if diamond dust had been sprinkled on it. She turns towards us with an emotionless face, raising her hand to her hair with the world's most graceful and slow movement. Only raindrops run down her face; her makeup remains perfect. In the background, the sharp, blinding flashes of the approaching storm spark, their light momentarily illuminating distant points of the city. By the time the deep, rumbling sound of thunder reaches the tent, the sight is burned into my eyes, like an otherworldly phenomenon. My god, she's beautiful... Perfect. Thin, but shapely, everything in place. Long, slender thighs, curved breasts... As graceful as a black panther. She has full, dark lips, wears no jewelry; only her natural beauty dazzles me. She looks directly into my eyes with her deep, black gaze, as if searching the deepest layers of my soul.

"Wow," it bubbles out of me in amazement, at which a faint, appreciative smile appears at the corner of her lips.

"Break," the photographer says loudly, then bends down for a thick, white robe.

"I'm freezing..." the model shivers, her teeth chattering slightly.

"But the storm will be here soon," the photographer whines, but the girl is already walking towards me, her gaze still fixed on mine.

"Well, this was a good idea," she takes one of the glasses from my hand, her long, slender fingers gently touching mine. I blush at the sudden closeness. She grins, seeing my embarrassment.

"This is going to sound silly, but..." I mumble, but she's already filling the other glass with the dark red wine.

"What?" she asks cheerfully, her voice soft and melodious.

"You're breathtaking," I look up at her; even though I'm wearing heels, she's taller than me. At this, she smiles, her smile now radiant, her pearly white teeth perfectly fitting behind her full lips. I swear, her skin is like black satin, the lights playing
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