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Prologue

He knew it. He had known it for a long time, for many years. And then he saw her, recognised her immediately.

It was her eyes. Unmistakable. Deep lakes full of innocence. How naive she was.

Even now, standing in front of the window of a jewellery shop, lost in thought as she looked at the display, unaware of how close he was.

But this time it would be different. A deep hatred shot through his body. He enjoyed the feeling, savouring the coldness that filled every fibre of his being.

He took a deep drag on his cigarette, then carelessly flicked the butt onto the street and slowly blew out the smoke, watching as it playfully dissolved into the swirls of summer air.

He grinned maliciously to himself and strolled casually towards her, a charming smile on his sun-tanned face.

She had no choice.
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Laura screamed! Fear of death flooded through her like hot acid, making her heart pound desperately. His face hovered close above her, his breath reeking of brandy and cheap crisps. His fat cheeks, criss-crossed with red veins, loomed towards her, repulsing her more than she could put into words, making his face look bloated and unhealthy. The malicious look in his cold eyes pinned her to the floor as he sat on top of her, enjoying her resistance, the futile attempts with her small fists to loosen the cable ties he had used to bind her to the leg of the dining table.

He rested his left hand next to her head so he could lean down close to her. To let her physically feel his anger, the cause of which she had never been able to fathom.

She briefly noticed the stinking yellow sweat stain on his shirt under his armpit and tried unsuccessfully to avoid him.

“Did you really think you could escape me?”

The blade of the knife he held in his hand, ready for battle, flashed briefly in the light of the living room lamp. Laura desperately racked her brains for a solution. She still had minutes, maybe even seconds, before his mood would change. It was important to keep an eye on his behaviour. It could save her life. As long as he was angry, nothing would happen to her. Things only got really bad when his anger gave way to complete, emotionless coldness. Then he was really dangerous, as she knew from experience. Her mind raced, going through all the possibilities.

But his gaze already flickered, his features relaxed. It was too late.

“NOOOOO!”

She sat bolt upright in bed, her pyjamas clinging to her, soaked with sweat. The blanket lay at the foot of the bed, kicked off in sheer terror while Laura had been dreaming. Gasping for breath, she sat up and ran her hand over her sweat-drenched face. Once again, she wondered when these nightmares would end, when the past would finally stop clinging to her like an overly persistent insect.

With trembling hands, she reached for the alarm clock on her bedside table. It took a moment for the blurry characters on the digital display to turn into red numbers telling her that it was nine o’clock on a Saturday morning.

Like every morning since their separation, as soon as she woke up, when the world entered her consciousness, even before she opened her eyes, she felt the knot in her stomach, stubbornly reminding her that something in her life was wrong. That the hell she had gone through was still raging inside her and consuming her from within, and that the peace that now characterised her life was only superficial. Nothing had yet been able to fill the void that reigned within her. A void that she had initially perceived as a relief, as it had replaced infinite fear – fear of death. Fear was exhausting, paralysing. Void, on the other hand, felt almost harmless at first. Subtle differences that she would never have given a second thought to before, that she hadn’t even suspected existed. Let alone how they would feel.

But void, she knew by now, was neither peaceful nor harmless. Void was pregnant with mistrust, fear and unpleasant memories that simply refused to go away, with too many emotions until the soul was exhausted and refused to serve. Hope, trust and the courage to move forward with a fresh start... all this was lacking in this void, turning it into a black hole that the soul couldn’t fill.

With great effort, she pushed her leaden legs out of bed, peeled herself out of her clammy pyjamas with disgust, and shortly afterwards stood under the hot shower, still feeling dazed. With an exhausted sigh, she leaned her forehead against the cool tiles of the shower cubicle and closed her eyes as the hard jet of hot water hit her shoulders and slowly washed away the last remnants of the nightmare. They disappeared down the drain with the lotus-scented foam of the shower gel as Laura soaped herself and enjoyed the feeling of the soft foam on her skin. It felt so clean, so pure. A stark contrast to her inner self. What she would have given to be able to shower from the inside, too. To simply wash away all the terrible memories until she felt fresh and recovered and ready to be someone else. Someone who hadn’t been through hell.

Fifteen minutes later, she finally felt comfortable in her own skin again and applied body lotion generously until she was enveloped in a delicate vanilla scent from head to toe, slipped into her cosy dark blue loungewear, let her damp hair fall loosely over her shoulders and went down to the kitchen to make herself a cup of coffee.

As the appetising aroma slowly wafted through the room, she stood at the kitchen window and gazed pensively out into the small garden. Normally, the sight of it calmed her soul, temporarily easing the weight in her stomach. But after her recent nightmare, her plan didn’t quite work out that morning. The feeling of still not being in control of part of her life, of not being in control of herself, remained. The old conditioned fears kept coming back, still stuck in her brain like annoying, dried-up stains despite therapy.

Laura let her gaze wander over the lawn dotted with daisies and dandelions which lay lush and green in the mild morning sun, past flowering beds where fragrant roses and purple and white hydrangeas were doing their best to lift Laura’s spirits, to the dense boxwood hedge at the back of the property which was slowly growing wild. She had planted it together with her ex-husband.

Back when she had still convinced herself that she was happy.

I really must tear out that hedge, she thought, pouring herself a cup of coffee and sipping it with relish. For a while, she had tried to sell the house in order to make a completely fresh start, but then she had to realise that houses where a tragedy had taken place were virtually unsellable. So she had done the only thing left to do and convinced herself that this was her home and that she didn’t really want to sell it, even though she continued to offer it on the market. That all that mattered was to fill it with enough positive memories until the dark shadows of the past would eventually disappear.

The fingers of her right hand rested on the cool ceramic surface of the sink, her index finger unconsciously scratching at a tiny bump in the material. It was a minor manufacturing defect that Laura found either annoying or comforting, depending on her mood.

The memory of a Saturday morning two years ago, when she had scrubbed a tiny dried bloodstain off the bump with an old toothbrush, had almost been suppressed. As had the silent tears that had streamed down her cheeks. At the time, she had blamed herself for everything. For the many little things that had made him lose his temper. She had allowed herself to be persuaded that men got angry sometimes. That it was normal, and that it was her fault. That her behaviour had provoked him.

That he couldn’t help but give her a hard shove after she accidentally bumped into him and the hot tea from his cup spilled over his wrist. That Laura had fallen and hit her upper lip on the ceramic sink, causing a laceration – he really couldn’t help that, which she was willing to believe at the time.

Since he was not to blame, it seemed only natural to him that she should clean up the mess herself – the spilled tea and, of course, the blood that had flowed from her lip like water from a tap.

The notification signal from her cell phone abruptly interrupted her dark thoughts. Startled, she flinched, set her coffee cup down on the countertop and reached for her smartphone.

It was an email from her boss:

Take a look at the attachment. Denton Corp. has given us the exclusive contract for an urgent property search.

You must have made a big impression on someone, they specifically requested you for this job.

The deadline is Monday morning, it’s urgent. Your contact person is Michael Harris.

I’m counting on you.

Laura frowned and sighed deeply. She had actually been looking forward to doing a few things this weekend that had nothing to do with work. But when she thought about it and considered the knot of unease in her stomach, maybe it wasn’t such a bad thing to be able to distract herself with work. As usual, she admitted to herself.

When she entered the office on Monday morning and carelessly dropped her handbag on the desk, one hand already on the computer to start it up, her secretary Louisa came rushing in after her.

“Good morning, Laura! It’s almost ten o’clock!”

“I know! I had to quickly revise the presentation for Denton Corporation this morning. That Harris guy, or whatever his name is, cost me the whole weekend.”

The frustration in her voice was hard to miss. Louisa would have liked to appease her colleague, but she had to add fuel to the fire: “I’m sorry, but you’ll have to swallow your anger for now. Mr Harris is already here.

He’s been waiting in the conference room for five minutes.”

“Shit. Give me a second. Offer him a coffee! I’ll be right there.”

Laura took a deep breath in and out and smoothed her palms over the elegant black cotton skirt that, paired with a light blue, slim-fit blouse and black suede pumps, made up her outfit that morning. Another deep breath and she was ready to put on her professional face.

Shortly thereafter, she entered the conference room which was dominated by a large oval glass table. The man who was waiting for her there and now rose from the chair he had been sitting in shook her hand with a firm, confident grip.

“Miss Sands, I presume. I’m very pleased to meet you.”

The words rolled off his lips in a smoky, dark voice.

She casually noted that Michael Harris was not unattractive - slim, wiry, with a slight gray tinge to his short black hair. His gray-blue eyes sparkled friendly and were accentuated by subtle laugh lines. He must have been in his early fifties, and his mouth seemed to be constantly smiling slightly suggestively as he leisurely sized Laura up, letting his gaze glide over her almost lasciviously. Lack of self-confidence was definitely not one of this man’s problems!

Laura cleared her throat and motioned for the man to sit back down.

“Has my assistant offered you anything to drink yet, coffee, tea?”

Still wearing that peculiar smile, he replied, “She already asked, yes. Thank you.”

As she sat down too, Mr Harris leaned back relaxed and stretched his feet out under the table. Laura didn’t know whether to find this charming or rude. Intuitively, she raised her eyebrow, and for a split second, a look of consternation flitted across her face before she regained her composure and finally turned to business.

“Well, Mr Harris... Mr Thomson has already given me a rough overview of what your company needs. Based on that information, I have selected two properties that could meet your requirements, both in terms of square footage and layout.”

Harris grinned at her defiantly. His eyes sparkled cheerfully. “You worked over the weekend? Just for me?”

Laura noticed the ambiguous undertone and was slightly annoyed. She would have liked to reply that she had hardly had any other choice, but she refrained from making that comment and replied with a cool smile:

“Of course. It’s part of our customer service.”

She turned on the projector with the push of a button on the remote control. Immediately, the back wall of the room was flooded with a rectangle of white light.

“Very well-worded answer,” he replied with a grin and a challenging wink.

He’s making fun of me!

Laura suddenly felt uncomfortable. Flirting, double entendres... none of that had any place in her life anymore. She had shed that carefree part of her personality like a snake sheds its old skin. Such entanglements always caused problems, and she had already experienced more than enough of those, enough to last several lifetimes. On the street or in a café, she could reject a man as rudely as she wanted. But a customer... that was a much more sensitive matter, which increased her discomfort.

Just start the presentation.

With suddenly trembling fingers, she searched through the papers on the table for the remote control until Mr Confident suddenly held out the item she was looking for. “Are you looking for this?”

She had to suppress an unpleasant shiver when their fingers accidentally touched as she took the flat piece of plastic from his hand. It had been a long time since she had found male closeness pleasant.

“If you don’t mind, I’d like to start the presentation right away.”

He nodded, then finally turned his gaze to the projection screen on the long side of the wall.

In a matter-of-fact, calm and structured manner, she presented Michael Harris with the floor plans, photos and facts about the two selected warehouse and building complexes, looking at him as little as possible.

As the presentation came to its inevitable end, she felt obliged to turn her attention back to him.

“You have prepared well, Miss Sands. I appreciate that very much. I like both complexes so far.”

“If your company is also considering the option of building itself instead of buying, I have another suitable plot of land on offer. I’ve already obtained the floor plan, but I must admit that the infrastructure in this part of town isn’t quite as good...”

He interrupted her with a wave of his hand. “Very eager.”

Again that ambiguous grin. He was actually making fun of her! Before she could take offense, he continued, “... but building is out of the question for us. Thank you very much for your efforts, though. When can I view the two complexes?”

“I’ll arrange viewing appointments with the caretaker and call you back later. Would that be okay?”

He stood up and smiled charmingly, looking deep into her eyes for a little too long.

“That would be fine, Laura.”

The sound of her name coming from his mouth sent a cold shiver down her spine. Instinctively, she took a small step back. In order not to let him see that he had thrown her off balance, she suddenly looked at him searchingly, almost defiantly, and asked, “Why did you specifically ask for me to assist you? Our agency has more experienced brokers.”

He smiled, a little calculatingly, she thought. “You come highly recommended.” His gaze left no doubt that he had no intention of revealing the name of her benefactor, and she had no intention of giving him the satisfaction of another overly superior response.

“Well, I’ll be in touch later, Mr Harris,” she replied, extending her hand to him. He held it firmly in his for a moment until his warmth crept intensely up her arm and she became all too aware of their intertwined palms. What the hell was that supposed to be?

“Please, call me Michael.”

She smiled wryly and withdrew her hand as if there were a risk of serious injury if she left it in his care any longer. When he finally disappeared into the elevator, she breathed a sigh of relief and returned to her office to recover from his proximity.

Half an hour later, she picked up the phone to make the promised call after arranging an appointment with the caretaker of the first building. The receiver suddenly felt heavy in her hand. Something made her hesitate, even though she couldn’t have said what it was. She took a deep breath, then pulled herself together and finally dialed Michael Harris’ number.

“Harris.”

“Mr Harris, this is Laura Sands.”

There was a second of silence on the line before his hoarse laugh rolled into her ear, admittedly quite sexy.

“If I remember correctly, I asked you earlier to call me Michael.”

He smiled audibly. Laura nipped the little flirtation in the bud and replied, “That’s right... I have good news for you! I’ve been able to arrange a viewing for the second property I showed you for the day after tomorrow at noon. Would two o’clock be convenient for you?”

She heard paper rustling and a ballpoint pen clicking noisily several times. The feeling suddenly sent a cold shiver down her spine. The constant clicking her exhusband had made with his pen during their divorce proceedings in court was still too present in her mind.

Click, click. Click, click.

After a while, the judge had asked him to stop this disturbance, whereupon her ex-husband had looked at him provocatively and repeated the game with a malicious grin, just to irritate the judge and make clear his lack of respect.

Click, click. Click, click.

Only when he was threatened with an extended prison sentence if he continued to disregard the court’s instructions did the pen fall silent. However, the sound and the feelings associated with it were forever etched in Laura’s memory.

Click, click. Click, click.

She pushed the memory away and tried to concentrate on the conversation again. Or rather, on the silence that had now prevailed on the line for far too long.

“Mr Harris? Is two o’clock on Wednesday convenient for you?”

A clearing of the throat.

“To be honest, twelve o’clock fits better for me. Do you know Adamo’s?”

“Yes, I know the restaurant. But what ...?”

“I’d like to find out more about you. I like to know who I’m dealing with.”

Oh dear.

“I don’t know if that’s necessary ...”

“I’m looking forward to it! Have a nice day!” Before Laura could respond, she heard a soft click. The line was dead.
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On Wednesday morning, Laura stared gloomily at her reflection, which stared back just as grimly from the mirrored door of the wardrobe, unable to answer the questions swirling around in her head. Why did this man want to go out to dinner with her? But more importantly, why did he want to get to know her better?

He was looking for commercial real estate, and she could offer it to him. There was no need to know more about each other!

The size of the deal alone had prompted her to agree to the dinner. If you could call it agreement at all. Strictly speaking, Michael Harris had taken her by surprise. So she had made the conscious decision to allow herself to be taken by surprise. Just this once. For business.

Deep in thought, she put on her dark blue pantsuit and with it the feeling of being in control of the situation. It was as if she were putting on a costume, a disguise that helped her become someone else. A woman who radiated success, who didn’t let herself be swayed. And above all, who was never afraid.

As she buttoned her blouse, she thoughtfully traced her finger over the small scar above her left breast - a bright red ridge about two centimeters long. The skin was numb in that spot, and Laura didn’t even feel her finger touching it. The scar was slowly fading, but it would remain as an eternal reminder of the most terrible moments of her life, as would the slightly larger scar to the right of her belly button. Fragments of memory flashed through her mind - her bound hands, the blade flashing in the light. She would never forget the pain, that all-consuming pain that had taken her breath away, and the naked fear of death, which had stood so suddenly and immediately in front of her and smiled maliciously at her. She had decided long ago that she had already endured enough fear for two lifetimes and that this feeling no longer had any place in her future life. Before the now familiar dull feeling in her chest could spread through her, she resolutely finished buttoning her blouse, pushed the dark thoughts aside and examined her reflection in the mirror.

Are you ready? Then go and face the world!

“Laura! Right on time!” Harris came up to her and took her hand boldly. He beamed so openly that she was almost tempted to return his joy. She allowed a cautious smile to flit across her features, softening them for a moment.

But all of a sudden she shivered: deep inside, she suddenly had the feeling that she knew him from somewhere. Although she was sure that this couldn’t be possible. She had never met the man before he entered her office. The brief feeling of familiarity was so overwhelming that it took her breath away. Although familiarity was the wrong word.

Intimacy.

It’s as if I’ve known him in the most intimate way for ages.

Immediately, she felt everything inside her resisting it.

He noticed her flickering gaze as they entered the restaurant.

“Are you all right, Laura?”

She smiled tensely and pushed the strange feeling away energetically, banishing it to the dark depths of nonexistence.

“Yes, everything’s fine. I just had... a kind of déjà vu.”

While they waited for their drinks, Laura glanced around furtively. It had been a long time since she had last eaten here. Back then, they had sat at a large corner table. She noticed that instead of the table, there was now a play area for children. A boy of about two was sitting on a thick, colorful play mat, concentrating intently on playing with a motor skills loop, pushing the different shapes along the colorful wires following the curves.

Fragments of memories flashed through her mind and then disappeared again. The steak that Bobby had sent back because it was supposedly poorly seasoned. The bill he refused to pay because... Laura couldn’t remember the reason. All she remembered was that her ex-husband had made a loud scene, which her father finally ended by sheepishly taking the bill and paying it without saying a word, even though Bobby had actually invited her parents. It had been their first dinner date.

That scene had always stood between them afterwards, like so many other little things that made normal interaction impossible. Laura couldn’t remember why she had said yes to him anyway. She had suppressed it, like so many other painful memories.

“Maybe I’ll go ask when they’re bringing us the menu...” Laura lost her train of thought. She had started to get up, but Michael Harris gently pushed her back into her seat by the shoulder. The dominant gesture made her shudder inwardly. The warmth of his hand flooded through her and made her heart pound before she could stop it, while her flight instinct roared into action.

“Look, the waitress is on her way. Relax.”

After they placed their orders, the conversation took a professional turn, much to Laura’s relief. She took out her notepad and took notes while Michael told her more about the Denton Corporation, its history and its plans for the future. By the time the salad was served, she had learned details about the required storage and production space and the estimated number of employees and was able to relax and enjoy the appetizer. When the waitress placed steaming trays of lasagna in front of them and wished them bon appétit, she was already very satisfied with how the business lunch was going.

“And what do you do when you’re not selling real estate?”

Michael didn’t touch his lasagna, instead studying his table companion intently. She briefly returned his gaze, noticing the gray-blue of his eyes, the laugh lines that stretched almost to his temples, the fine vertical wrinkles that accentuated his pale cheeks. She swallowed a piece of pasta that was too hot too quickly and regretted looking him in the eye. Without letting the pain in her esophagus show, she replied, “Well, you know, just doing what you have to do. I have a house, so there’s always something to do.”

“Do you live alone?”

His interested tone made her prick up her ears.

Wow. Okay. Now it’s getting personal.

She immediately stiffened inwardly and started trying to distract him from herself.

“And you? Married?”

“You’re just as curious as I am,” Michael laughed, dabbing the corner of his mouth briefly with his napkin.

“You didn’t answer my question.”

He’s damn persistent.

She hesitated. It made a big difference whether a woman lived alone or not.

“Neither do you,” she evaded the question with a forced smile and an attempt at a wink.

While Laura was still thinking about how she could elegantly steer the conversation towards the upcoming viewing, the restaurant door suddenly flew open.

Alarmed by the noise, she turned toward the door - and froze.

“Bobby...” It was just a whisper; she suddenly seemed to lack the strength for anything more.

Her ex-husband spotted her almost immediately and stormed angrily toward her table! Instinctively, Laura jumped up from her chair and put the table between herself and the man. Michael also stood up and instinctively stood protectively in front of her, even though he couldn’t grasp the situation or guess its significance.

“WHAT ARE YOU DOING HERE?” the man barked at Laura, who was already visibly shaking.

Her eyes wide with fear, she pressed herself against the wall behind her until she felt the picture frame of the art print hanging there in her back.

“You’re not allowed to be here,” she whispered, as breathless as if she had been running for a long time.

“Have you been following me? Are you shadowing me?”

Like a tiger, her ex-husband stalked her, coming around the table step by step with a lurking gaze. Michael reacted quickly and called out to the waitress, who had stopped in the middle of the room, shocked, with two steaming plates in her hands, “Call the police, this man is threatening my companion!”

She hurriedly placed the plates on a free table and ran back to the bar, picking up the phone.

Knowing that help was on the way and Michael was right beside her, Laura straightened up and glared at Bobby. “So you’re actually out again. If it had been up to me, you would have rotted in your cell! You’re not allowed to come near me, have you forgotten that? So get out of here, now!”

“You think I care?” The hatred in his voice almost touched her physically, like the heat of a fire spreading long before the blaze itself could burn you.

Michael gave her a worried look. Bobby’s roar had brought the whole restaurant to a standstill, all conversation had ceased, and eyes were fixed on the scene, some curious, some frightened.

“Bobby, this is a business dinner. Just go.”

“Oh, how nice. And who are you eating with?” His repulsive voice and menacing presence made her hands clammy. With trembling fingers, she tucked a strand of hair behind her right ear. In her therapy sessions, she had learned not to panic when she heard his voice or saw him, and not to let herself be unsettled. Her mouth became dry as dust as she tried to remain calm. Her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth for a moment before she managed to produce enough saliva to loosen it again. Two deep breaths later, she heard herself say, “Get out of my sight and stay away from me.”

She flinched when he yelled again, “You SLUT! Did you really think you could just cut me out of your life?

Screw me over and then write me off? You’ll regret this, you bitch!”

When the sound of police sirens came through the windows, he turned on his heel and ran to the back door.

Seconds later, the nightmare was over, and Laura sank back into her chair, pale as a ghost, her lips pressed tightly together.

All the sparkle had gone from her eyes. The delicious smell of lasagna passed her nose unnoticed. Only when Michael’s warm hand closed tightly around her icecold one did she awaken from her stupor and blinked at him with a frightened look.

Her ex-husband’s threat had clamped down on her chest like an iron vice. What did he mean by saying she would regret it? She knew that legally he couldn’t touch her. However, she also knew how little he cared about the law. His appearance here, despite the restraining order that forced him to stay 100 meters away from her, was the best proof of that.

She vividly remembered the court date that had sealed the end of her marriage: at her request, a police officer had been assigned to protect her. She had learned from experience and refused to enter the courtroom without this measure in place.

The entire room had vibrated with Bobby’s malicious aura, and Laura had asked herself wearily why she had only noticed this so late in her marriage, and how she had seriously managed to fall in love with this person.

And ignored all the small, obvious signs. He had simply been too good an actor for too long.

There had been many good reasons for the divorce, and it was precisely these that now frightened Laura. Since his mask had fallen, Bobby had become paranoid, perfidious, brutal, and increasingly unpredictable.

She suppressed the dark memories that threatened to resurface with all her might. She had a deal to close and was not willing to let her ex-husband interfere.

“Laura.”

Michael’s deep voice enveloped her like a warm blanket. Suddenly, she became acutely aware of his hand on hers, the sensation of his soft skin, his intense warmth. It felt good and comforting. It felt... intimate.

She quickly withdrew her hand as if she had been burned and cleared her throat.

“Yes... where... where were we?”

Michael understood the hint and proved himself to be a perfect gentleman by replying, “I was just about to say that I’ve never eaten lasagna with such a lovely young lady before.”

Her smile was restrained but sincere. She looked at him gratefully and suddenly felt that invisible bond between them again, just like in the déjà vu from earlier. The smile immediately faded from her lips, and she quickly immersed herself in her lasagna.

A little later, they left with full stomachs, even though the mood was still a little subdued. Michael had asked concerned questions after Bobby’s appearance, but she had limited herself to telling him that Bobby had served prison sentence and asked him not to probe further so as not to reopen any wounds.

Michael had been understanding, but cautiously pointed out that it was hardly him who had reopened a wound that day. He had asked to drive to the commercial complex together so they could talk during the trip and dispel the dark clouds of the day. Laura wasn’t really comfortable with it, but she had agreed for the sake of closing the deal, she told herself. He was right, this bombshell couldn’t just be left hanging, nor could the strange atmosphere between them.

Something had changed, and Laura wasn’t yet sure what it was. Now she was sitting in his Mercedes whose interior smelled pleasantly of leather, and directed him to the viewing. He smiled at her from the side, his hands rested calmly on the steering wheel.

“You look relaxed.”

Laura kept her eyes fixed on the road. “You’re usually relaxed on a full stomach. The lasagna was really delicious.” She prayed he wouldn’t steer the conversation back to Bobby. She just wanted to get this encounter over with, and he did her the favor. Instead, he stopped at a red light and looked deep into her eyes when she reflexively glanced at him.

“Indeed, it was. As was the company at dinner.”

His eyes rested steadily on her, scanning her delicate features and holding her gaze, which looked more tormented with every breath she took. Time seemed to stand still. A single hair stuck to Laura’s upper lip, unnoticed by her. Michael could hardly resist the urge to push it aside with his thumb. Suddenly, the driver behind them honked his horn, breaking the intense moment. Michael stepped on the gas and shook his head at himself. He had been standing at the now green light for several seconds without noticing.

Laura was relieved when they finally approached the modern office building of the industrial complex. This allowed her to gain some distance and concentrate on her work. There was something about Michael... it was an immense attraction, but paired with something dark that made her freeze inside with coldness. Perhaps it was just the shadows of the past that had made her overly cautious, and the aftermath of her encounter with Bobby.

When Michael’s finger brushed her hand just seconds later as they walked, it sent a shock through her. She fervently hoped that the touch had been accidental.

As Laura showed Michael around the building, she was clearly in her element and visibly enjoyed her work.

“As you can see, the doors on the narrow sides of the hall are large enough to transport all kinds of goods out.

You won’t have any problems here, even with larger machines. The support pillars are all load-bearing.

They have been kept to a minimum to ensure that there is plenty of space for generous production lines. The emergency exits are located there and back there.” She pointed to two gray metal doors on either side of the hall.

“In addition, you have a small extension with office space available back there. The room covers approximately ten square meters and is very well suited to accommodate the production manager’s office, for example, so that he has a direct view of the equipment.

Incidentally, the entire site has been modernized in line with current fire safety and energy saving regulations as part of the renovation. But we can discuss that in more detail if you decide to go ahead with this property.”

Laura gave Michael a moment to take it all in.

“If you have no questions, I suggest we take a look at the office building right away.”

They walked through a bright, modern stairwell and entered an open-plan office directly above the hall.

“Of course, walls can be put up here if necessary, if you prefer a smaller room layout.”

She calculated aloud how many people could be accommodated, but suddenly stopped mid-sentence.

Michael, unconsciously focused on the content of her words, had brushed a fine strand of hair from her face, gently touching her cheek.

Instinctively, Laura took a step back, smoothed her hair and gave him a cold look. “Please don’t do that.”

He returned her gaze and flashed a charming smile.

“I could swear you liked it.”

Then he suddenly turned around and strolled a few meters through the huge room, as if he were already planning the interior design in his mind.

“When can I see the second property?” His voice echoed across the room to her.

“Wait. I’ll try to get an appointment right away.” She rummaged nervously through her handbag for her cell phone, her heart still pounding from the unexpected touch, and dialed the administrator’s number. She resisted the urge to go to him. If he wanted the appointment without her having to yell across the office, he would have to move towards her again. The door was right behind her anyway.

Michael played along with the little power game and walked back towards her with long, leisurely strides while she listened to the dial tone for what felt like hours. His hands were relaxed in the pockets of his blue jeans, his eyes twinkling with amusement.

“It’s okay. You can try again later and then call me.”

Suddenly, his hand was on her arm, his thumb gently stroking the fabric of her blazer. Paralyzed, she stared at his finger, feeling panic quietly spreading through every corner of her body.

With infinite self-discipline, she wriggled out of his grip and moved purposefully toward the door.

“Then I guess that’s all for now.”

With her heart racing, she left the building before Michael and replayed in her mind the procedure her therapist had drilled into her in case of a panic attack.

Look around for five objects in your environment.

Focus on them.

Her breathing became more regular again.

Focus on four smells. Michael’s aftershave crept intensely into her nose just as he stood right next to her, ending her attempt at self-therapy.

“Come on, I’ll drive you back to your car.” He pulled the car keys out of his pocket. Laura looked at her watch as she followed him to the parking lot. It was already quarter past four. She spontaneously decided to drive straight home and not to the office.

Back in front of the restaurant, Laura hurriedly said goodbye to her client, got into her car, and dropped her bag onto the passenger seat with relief. Already thinking about the couch, she turned the key in the ignition. The car remained silent.

“What...”

She tried a second and third time, unsuccessfully.

“Damn it!” Her fists landed angrily on the steering wheel. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Michael get out of his car again and stop in front of her hood.

“Please open it up.”

Laura did him the favor, got out, and looked into the engine compartment, even though she wouldn’t have known what to make of what she saw there. However, glancing sideways at Michael, she suspected that he wasn’t doing much better, even though he was skillfully hiding it.

“Your battery doesn’t look good. You’ll have to have the car towed.”

She looked at the sticky, damp shining marks on the battery block. Even as a layman, she knew that wasn’t a good sign. She sighed.

“Great. Just what you need in the middle of nowhere.”

Michael smiled encouragingly at her. “Stay calm.

These things happen. It’s not worth getting upset about.

Is there a garage you know? They can probably provide you with a rental car. Come on... I’ll drive you home.”

“It’s okay, I’ll call a taxi. Thanks anyway.”

His astonishment quickly gave way to an amused expression. “I promise I won’t bite. My car is parked here. You’d have to wait for a taxi, and it’s not cheap either. What do you think?”

Was she simply blessed with healthy caution or actually paranoid that she was so reluctant to be alone with him?

Long ago, she had lost her sense of what was considered normal in a functioning social structure and where the boundaries were. Ever since her life had slipped so far beyond any healthy boundaries. Ever since she had been confronted with the final boundary, death itself, and had only narrowly escaped it.

Laura stood where she was and crossed her arms defensively across her chest as she thought about it.

Michael looked at her seriously for a long time.

“I don’t want to impose, Laura. It would just be practical. But of course, it’s your decision.”
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A good hour later, Michael parked his Mercedes across from Laura’s house. It had been a surprisingly pleasant drive home. After ordering a tow truck, directing it to the nearest garage and reserving a rental car for the next morning, Laura had initially fallen silent and stared out the window, lost in thought, watching the traffic go by.

Her professional eloquence had vanished into thin air as she tried to suppress the uneasy feeling that had settled in the pit of her stomach. As the drive dragged on, Michael finally engaged her in conversation about books, movies and other everyday things. Once they realized they read the same genres, the drive quickly became entertaining.

Laura had briefly considered asking to be dropped off one street earlier so that Michael wouldn’t know exactly where she lived, but she ultimately dismissed the idea. At some point, she had to return to a normal pattern of thinking and behavior. Why not start today?

After all, he wasn’t an acquaintance she had picked up somewhere, but a client with whom she had a legitimate business relationship.

However, when she opened the passenger door and looked over at her house, her heart skipped a beat and her resolve to live a normal life vanished in a split second.

“What...?”

Michael immediately turned off the engine and got out of the car. “What’s wrong?”

When she didn’t answer, he followed her gaze to the beautifully crafted oak door across the street. It had been broken open and torn off its bottom hinge, the ornamental glass pane shattered. Through the gaping hole in the door, she could see what it looked like inside.

Laura stood there with ice-cold hands as memories flooded her brain until she wanted to scream. His fist hitting her cheekbone and almost knocking her unconscious. Her lip, split and bleeding. Broken dishes.

Hot mashed potatoes on her bare feet. The knife piercing her skin, twice. Burning pain. Bound wrists.

Fear of death.

She was too shocked to notice that Michael had taken out his cell phone and called the police. She stared hypnotically at her broken front door. She wanted to go inside, protect her property. Protect the house that no longer felt like home. The house she had been trying so desperately to sell for months in order to escape it all.

To escape him. What if he was still in there?

“Why won’t he just leave me alone?” She didn’t even notice that she had said the question out loud.

Because he’s sick. Because he has a sick way of thinking. Because he wants revenge, for whatever reason.

That was the one thing she had understood while he repeatedly abused her: that he hated her with a passion, wanted revenge. She just never understood for what.

Laura wanted to sob loudly, but managed to control herself. She could break down later when she was alone.

Michael didn’t fail to notice that she swallowed, stiffened. That her features hardened as if she had put on a protective mask. He wanted to put his arm around her comfortingly, but then changed his mind and simply stood motionless.

“Do you mean your ex-husband? Maybe it was someone else. Maybe it was ‘just’ a break-in.”

Laura turned to him and looked him firmly in the eyes.

“How likely is that, after his performance today? No, this is no coincidence. I’m sure of it. And so are you.”

He nodded, letting the accusation hang in the silence of the street. It was not interrupted by the patrol car that approached the house a short time later. The blue light flickered silently across the bright yellow-painted facade until a police officer turned it off and the haunting subsided. Only the knowledge that the devil had raged in her house and might still be there made Laura’s hair stand on end. She felt sick as she watched the officers enter her house as quietly as possible with their truncheons drawn and secure it. A few minutes later, one of the uniformed police constables came back out.

“There’s no one here anymore. But whoever it was, they were pretty angry.”

Laura turned pale, although she wasn’t surprised. Not really. Hesitantly, she climbed the stairs to her house.

“Ma’am, do you have any idea who might have been wreaking havoc here?”

She caught a glimpse of the chaos in the hallway. “Oh my gosh!”

“Miss Sands?” The police constable looked at her questioningly. “This looks like a targeted attack. Is there anyone who...”

“Yes. That’s my ex-husband Bobby Kearney’s handwriting. Unmistakably. And it fits with his threat at lunchtime today.”

“He threatened you? When exactly was that?”

Laura told the police constable what had happened. “He followed me to the restaurant where I was having a business lunch. He refuses to accept that I’ve drawn a line under everything. He threatened me.”

“Oh, it was you at Adamo’s, where our colleagues were called out?”

She nodded and ran her hand wearily over her face.

“What’s going to happen now?”

The constable made a quick note on a small pad and then put it back in the breast pocket of his uniform.

“Forensics will be here shortly and will start by searching your house. That may take some time. It would be best if you found somewhere else to stay tonight. You will also need to file a report, of course.

Looking at this... trespassing, vandalism, possibly theft.

The public prosecutor’s office will be launching an investigation. We’ll have to question your neighbours.

The break-in happened in broad daylight. Someone must have noticed something. We also need to find out why none of your neighbours notified us earlier.”

Laura looked grimly at the mess and said, more to herself than to the constable, “Add bullying to the list.”

The constable frowned. “Since you suspect your exhusband, we’ll have to question him as well. Please check to see if anything has been stolen. Oh, and don’t forget to give my colleague your fingerprints for comparison.” Laura nodded, overwhelmed.

“Was your ex-husband ever violent before?”

Michael, who had remained in the background until now, watched Laura’s reaction closely. Her gaze became vacant, as if she were lost in thought, her face pale.

“Yes.” Her firm tone left no room for doubt. The little word hung in the room like timbered, as if one had to walk around it to enter the house.

The police constable raised his eyebrows in surprise, but decided not to pursue the matter further for the moment. The details would be available in the police files if there had been a previous arrest.

“You can come in for a moment and pack a bag for the night. Please also remain available. Do you have your ex-husband’s current address and telephone number?”

Laura shook her head. “He hasn’t been out long. I was told that he had rented a small flat, a temporary place.

But that’s all. I wasn’t keen to know exactly where he lived. The less I know about that monster, the better.”

Anxiously, she took a few cautious steps into the hallway. Colorful shards crunched under her feet. She looked around, taking in the images of destruction. The oval wall mirror, an heirloom from her grandmother, hung crookedly, the glass shattered, revealing the wooden back. The golden frame was stained with black spray paint.

The blue and white vase that had stood on the low oak chest of drawers below lay in pieces at her feet, as did the glass from the framed photos, which were now scattered upside down on the chest of drawers. Laura picked up one of the photos and looked at it pensively.

It was a family photo with her parents and her little brother. She had been fifteen, her brother eleven. Her father had asked a passer-by to take the photo when they had spent a day together at the beach. Back then, her world had still been intact. Beaming with happiness, she had smiled at the camera. Laura felt as if the smile belonged to a stranger, as if the girl in the photo was someone she didn’t know. Or someone she had known in the past. Six months after the photo was taken, her brother had died in an accident. It was the last photo of him. Someone had used a sharp object to draw a crack across the picture and shred his face. The sight tore her heart apart for a moment before a saving resignation settled over the pain again. The protective shield that enveloped her heart and protected it from more damage than she could bear.

Almost casually, she put the photo back and entered the living room. Bobby hadn’t raged quite as wildly here, she noted with surprise. Just as she was about to turn around and go upstairs, something caught her eye.

Her breath caught in her throat. “What the hell...”

She was lying on the floor again, tied to the table leg, his bloated face hovering over her, his stinking breath blowing over her skin, trying to estimate how much time she had left before it was too late.

“Miss Sands?”

The constable snapped her out of her daydream.

Hesitantly, she pointed to
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