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      To the Devil who thought he could keep me down and prevent this book from happening. How does it feel to lose?
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            The Dark One

          

        

      

    

    
      A shadow lingered behind the curtains of the stage, waiting for his blood payment. The mortal wielded a smile that could bring any onlooker to their knees. Clad in Brioni, he admired the platinum trophy he had just won, basking in the blinding spotlights and the warmth emanating from them. He might as well have been bathing in liquid gold as he relished the clapping and whistling that followed his acceptance speech.

      It was intoxicating.

      The mortal was attending an awards ceremony celebrating innovative tech, and his previously failing company had wiped out the scoreboard with its artificial intelligence developments. Slashing his staff by fifty percent and broadening his profit margins by over two hundred percent, he had become the new face of success after yielding his soul to an insidious benefactor decades ago.

      The dark entity watched the audience and their glittering vanity, their hearts as black as coal. He thrived in their shallow praises and their deep envies, felt the power thrum beneath his skin as he reveled in their pride, lust, and greed. Three of the Sevens perched on the railing of the balcony seating, unseen by the humans’ feeble eyes. His strength, as well as the Sevens’, always bloomed in the presence of wickedness.

      Anyone willing to sell their soul was an easy target. Most of them in the auditorium already had done so to an extent. They sacrificed their own morals and empathies for more prestige, yachts, and other gaudy luxuries. But the only one who had dared to sign the contract and commune with the spirit realm was the fool on the stage.

      The only problem was… all of their souls were cheap. Cubic zirconia. They didn’t give him the same feeling of invincibility as say, children molded by their traumas, or mortals with genuinely good hearts hammered down to nothing, or the faithful who renounced their values. When good men who’d give their hearts to the world isolated themselves and turned bitter because their hearts had been trampled one too many times.

      Those souls were diamonds. And the soul of a loyal Venator? The rarest painite.

      Their souls were priceless. Owning that which belongs to a blessed warrior tasked with destroying the shadow’s kind would give him enough power to break the veil and unleash his children into the land of the living, where they may devour everyone—until the Earth was just another uninhabited floating rock in the universe.

      Then, and only then, would he finally be able to prove that he was indeed the strongest of the heavens.

      Once the curtains drew closed, the dazzling smile across the mortal’s face decayed, and the shadow jerked his chin toward the green room.

      Away from the patrons, the shadow materialized into a man with crimson hair styled in a gentleman’s cut, and a suit tailored to his athletic frame. He presented an ornate, ancient jewelry box, one the mortal had seen too many times over the years. The box rumbled with a low frequency, a dim black light emanating from inside as it waited to be fed.

      “Really? You’re demanding payment now? You can’t wait until I get home?” the mogul grumbled in an abrasive whisper.

      “Have you looked in the mirror recently?” the benefactor asked with a smug grin.

      The mortal hurried to the vanity, leaning forward to get a closer look at the wrinkles surfacing around his eyes and mouth and the streak of grey breaking through his wheat-blonde hair.

      “This is ridiculous!” The mortal threw his hands up in outrage with a harsh whisper. “I can’t keep handing souls over to you with the risk of getting caught. The agreement has always been once a year, and it has only been four months since the last offering.”

      “The price just went up. How are you going to explain your company’s success, surpassing Google, when you were just about to go bankrupt last year?”

      Mortals were so predictable. So intolerant of pain. The slightest pressure applied made them crack.

      “You can make all that go unnoticed. You said I’d remain wealthy, as long as I delivered you a soul. That I’d have nothing to worry about! Do you have any idea how hard it is to find virgins?” The mortal slumped into the foldable chair in front of the vanity, rubbing his temples as his elbows dug into the table.

      “Of course, and your immortality has cured any qualms you had about Hell. But nothing is free. I was very clear about that.” The benefactor extended the box further. “When the stakes rise, so does the price.”

      “I don’t have a woman just sitting in my closet, waiting to be killed. Not here,” the mortal whispered through gnashed teeth. With a disappointed sigh, the dark entity shut the jewelry box and drifted to the vanity, leaning against it.

      “Offer your wife for tonight’s victory, and I will charge you one more soul that will free you of future payments. Not just any soul, though. No… the price for this gift requires a lot more work.” The man watched the human’s deep blue eyes redden with the onslaught of tears.

      “Margaret?” He croaked, then paused, leaning back in his chair and chewing his inner cheek. “I give you Margaret, and I won’t need to give you any more souls?”

      “Margaret for tonight, and you will have success beyond your wildest dreams without any worries of the public finding the skeletons in your closet.” The dark entity leaned closer, dropping his voice to a tempting whisper in the mortal’s ear. “Bring me a living Venator by bloodline before the next lunar eclipse. You will never have to bring me another soul again to maintain your youth. Plenty of time to find many more wives a hundred times over.”

      The mortal dragged his hand down his face with an aggravated exhale. “I don’t even know what a Venator is. And how soon is that supposed to be?”

      “Two months. And there’s one right under your nose, working in your building. A woman your son is actually quite fond of.” The man shut the jewelry box and pushed away from the vanity. “I will allow you a moment to think it over.”

      “N-no. If he knows her, then this is a no-brainer. I’ll do it. Just…” The mortal held his hand up, fingers subtly trembling. “Please, let me handle Margaret at home. I have something I can put in her tea before bed.”

      The man’s serpentine lips curled into a devious smile before he shifted into rippling smoke and shadow.

      “It’s a deal.”
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            Akuma

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Do not be afraid of those who kill the body but cannot kill the soul. Rather, be afraid of the One who can destroy both soul and body in hell.” —Matthew 10:28, NKJV

      

      

      The smell of flowers always reminded me of freshly dug graves. Nothing dredged up more memories of my late mother’s funeral than the pungent scent of roses, lilies, and chrysanthemums. The funeral had been a delicate farewell honoring her love for flowers and the art of ikebana, but now it was a brambly recollection conjured each time I was near any bloom.

      Nonetheless, the memory didn’t stop me from treating the pink orchid bouquet as if it would wither at my lightest touch—because today was the day I’d finally ask Cara Freeman to dinner.

      I left my row house an hour early to pick up my order from Silk Petals—a gaudy business with walls covered in pink-and-white striped wallpaper barely visible behind explosions of flora.

      I flinched during the handoff as if the orchids wrapped in cellophane were covered in thorns. More images of the bouquets at my mother’s funeral sliced through my conscience.

      “H-how much do I owe you?” I stammered, my voice barely audible over the zen waterfall fountain behind the florist’s butcher-block counter. The wrinkles across her face deepened as her lips stretched upward.

      “A hundred and fifty,” the woman lilted as she punched in the numbers on her register. I didn’t question the price, nor gripe that it was for something that would die within a week or two. I’d never forget Cara saying pink orchids were her favorite flower at an office party earlier this year. She was worth a thousand orchids, no matter how much their aroma made my stomach wrench.

      There was just one problem.

      There was a high likelihood that she’d laugh at my gesture, or tell me she already had a boyfriend, or worse—that her boyfriend was our coworker, Liam Chamberlain. Despite eavesdropping on their countless conversations in the breakroom, I could never decipher whether she was already in a relationship. I’d always opted to admire from afar.

      I was always praying for a miracle. Perhaps mumbling a hello whenever she turned in her timesheet would blossom into something more. Maybe she’d look past my stuttering during our brief conversations at the espresso machine in the breakroom.

      I’d ignore the sweat dripping from my heart, just so I could see her smile up close and hope that maybe… she’d truly notice me.

      “Anniversary or an apology?” the florist asked as she counted my change into my palm. My cheeks warmed at the question, and I pushed my round tortoiseshell glasses up my sloped nose. I didn’t know what to call it. I wasn’t even entirely sure if Cara remembered my name.

      “Neither,” I said, and dropped the change into the tip jar.

      The woman beamed. “Oh, a proposal then? Well, whatever it is, I wish you the best of luck, young man!” I dipped my head in gratitude before hustling out of Silk Petals, the brass bell ringing in farewell.

      Standing at the curb of the bustling sidewalk, I inhaled the acrid stench of exhaust and a nearby hotdog stand to forget the putrid scent of flowers. Neither scent was pleasant, but burnt rubber was the lesser of two evils.

      My navy blue tie seemed to come alive and squeeze my neck, and I tugged at my collar as I shifted my focus to count the number of yellow taxis in a sea of white, silver, and black vehicles. Counted until the silver cars no longer resembled tombstones and my lungs broke free of their shackles.

      I drew a breath of relief and continued my journey to the subway. There was still a crackling tingle at my fingertips and a subtle shakiness in my legs where, if I stepped wrong, my ankle might roll.

      Why, after six years, did the smell of flowers still remind me of death? Why did the sight of cemeteries create tiny cracks across my eyes, weakening the dam holding back the old tears?

      I had considered therapy, but the thought of talking to a stranger about stale problems sounded like a nightmare.

      But with Cara Freeman… even in the fleeting moments we shared… I forgot about everything in my past. All I could see was the future.

      I tried to avoid wearing my heart on my sleeve, but Cara captured it the second she welcomed me on my first day of work three years ago. No one cared to know me beyond my name and what department I was in, which was nothing new. I was used to being invisible. However, she went out of her way to try to talk to me whenever our paths crossed, and my stutter… it never seemed to chase her away.

      She was the only warmth in my endless winter. The only flower I craved to cherish—and I wanted to give her the world.

      The crowd of civilians hustling to work grew denser as I neared the subway. Indistinct voices reverberated against the dingy, white-tiled walls. I opened the transit app on my smartphone, preparing to scan a QR code at the turnstile. Once the terminal light turned green, I pushed through the metal poles and joined the commuters standing behind the yellow safety line. The grey metal beast’s high-pitched whirrs pierced the tunnel and hissed once it slowed to a stop, as if exhaling from exhaustion. I smiled to myself when I finally sat.

      The rhythmic chugging was almost like sleeping with the fan on. After long days of work, those sounds often lulled me to sleep. Usually, everyone’s faces blurred into the background because there were always so many. Sometimes it was too overwhelming, and it was better to turn it all off by shutting my eyelids. On nights of boredom or loneliness, I’d ride the train to the end of the line.

      Today—I kept my eyes open. Too many butterflies infested my stomach with my plans for Cara. Instead, I observed the various banners advertising phone companies, cruises, and suicide hotlines that striped the top of the wall.

      Then I paid attention to my peers.

      A man with wispy, snow-white hair and a beard cascading over his chest clung to the metal pole with one hand and a twisted wooden cane in the other. Sunspots conquered his skin, and his bones poked through his thin burgundy t-shirt. His khaki shorts swallowed his knobby legs, and his back contorted like an oak tree.

      My eyebrows inched closer together. No one offered their seat to him. Maybe no one had noticed him at first, like I hadn’t, but that excuse didn’t work for the people sitting directly behind him. I shouldn’t have been surprised, though. Lumis wasn’t exactly the warmest city. Most people were absorbed in their own worlds.

      I rose from my seat and grasped the metal pole above the passenger’s hand.

      “You can have my seat, sir.” I leaned closer so that he could hear me.

      He flinched, head wobbling as he lifted his cloudy gaze to meet my spectacled one. “What’d you say, son?”

      “I said you can have my seat, sir!” I projected my voice more. I was painfully aware of how soft-spoken I was. Before my father walked out on me and my mom, he had constantly reminded me of my “issues.”

      Speak up, boy.

      Quit that stuttering and say what you have to say!

      Say it with your chest!

      I hated yelling and loudness in general, though. Even at a normal, assertive volume, it drew too much attention… and attention inevitably led to criticism, especially when my words were constantly tangling. I found comfort in silence and invisibility.

      The commuters had buried their heads in either their phones or their books until the abrupt sound of my velvety whisper shifted to a loud bass. Some looked sheepishly at me, others scowled—as if the older man didn’t deserve my courtesy.

      “Oh!” The man’s wrinkles deepened around his eyes and mouth. “Thank you, my boy! Not too many kind souls exist these days. It is quite… rare.” He clamped a withered hand over my forearm for stability, and my heart leaped out of my chest when the abrupt movement nearly made me drop the orchids. I guided him to the seat.

      “It’s no problem, really.” I inspected the bouquet through the teal cellophane, ensuring the stems were intact and the petals hadn’t ripped.

      “I’m sure she’s a very lucky lady,” the man said, resting his hands over his cane’s handle. He tapped his foot to a rhythm only he could hear. I smiled, looking down at my shoes.

      More like the other way around—if she says yes.

      Cara was the only one at work patient enough to have a conversation with me. She didn’t try to finish my sentences or make that coaxing hand gesture to rush me.

      “Guard your heart, Akuma.” The man spoke in a more serious tone, as if he had heard my thoughts.

      I snapped my head up, spine locking in place. “Wait, how do you⁠—”

      The seat was empty. I looked around at the commuters still watching me. Blinking rapidly, I removed my glasses to rub my eyes before putting them back on. The hard blue plastic seat remained vacant.

      “What…”

      The car slowed to a stop, followed by a ding.

      Everyone rose from their seats, shuffling out the doors to move on with their lives. A new set of travelers boarded, and still I fixed my gaze on the vacant spot until a blonde woman in scrubs sat in it. Was it stress, or had the floral fumes finally get to my head?
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      The golden sun poured through the skylights in the vaulted ceiling, dressing the floor in shadowed plaid.

      I held my breath as my loafers squeaked obnoxiously across the marble flooring of ChamberCorp’s lobby. I’d skipped my morning coffee in the café just so I could get the flowers safely to my locker.

      Stepping into the elevator, I fixed my focus on my reflection, swiping my thin fingers through my hair to ensure every strand was combed to the side, my glasses were straight, and my tie was tightened.

      But the longer I gazed at my reflection, the more my stomach curdled. I looked nothing like Liam Chamberlain.

      The drastic opposite, actually.

      I didn’t possess his shining golden locks styled in a slick back fade, or the expensive clothes tailored to fit his muscular frame. I didn’t have his deep, ocean-blue eyes, or his charm and charisma. I didn’t have the prestigious country club membership or play tennis on the weekends, or own a luxurious sports car.

      Instead, my hair absorbed every light and color in existence, like a black hole devouring the universe. My obsidian eyebrows were just as thick. I possessed a lithe stature. The only shred of confidence I had resided in my above-average height, where I at least stood three inches above Liam.

      I wore round, tortoiseshell glasses that framed dark brown eyes. I preferred contacts, but always lost them. My heart threatened to seize each time I had to speak to people. I didn’t have an athletic bone in my body, as I’d spent my entire childhood buried in books and behind a computer screen. Bicycles and subways were my preferred method of transportation because I wanted to contribute to the Earth’s healing rather than its destruction.

      My olive skin shimmered in the summer but dulled in the winter, and it was already losing its brilliance in the middle of autumn. For Liam, it didn’t matter what time of the year it was for his tan to glow. And clothes? Well… I’d never owned designer brands. I wore my Baptist church clothes to pass ChamberCorp’s dress code. They had been collecting dust before I got the job anyway.

      Liam probably didn’t hallucinate old men in subways either.

      Every insecurity continued to bubble to the surface, warping my reflection against the elevator’s walls. All the laughter and humiliation in grade school, college, and now at my own job—crescendoed in my ears.

      When the doors slid open to the tenth floor, I fought the urge to toss the flowers into one of the flimsy plastic trashcans at a random colleague’s cubicle.

      As bile threatened to unfurl in my throat, I homed in on the energetic buzz of sales representatives’ phones, the copier’s hums and beeps as it spat out paper, and the chatter among the data scientists and software engineers. I flinched at the elevator doors’ hydraulic hiss as they shut behind me, and snapped out of my trance.

      The breakroom was sandwiched between two bathrooms, which was unfortunate because there were many times where I accidentally swung the breakroom door on someone.

      Cara emerged from the elevators and I ducked behind the wooden door before she could see me, releasing a shaky breath of relief at its vacancy.

      It couldn’t have been empty for long, though. Coffee brewed in a pot, filling the air with malt and nutty notes. Someone had left their lunch bag on the round laminate table, with crumpled cling film and a half-eaten croissant resting on a napkin.

      I rushed to my locker and fiddled with the combination lock, then pulled it open. Only a brand new pack of pens lived here, yet I examined the locker for a safe spot to place the flowers.

      They needed to be perfect.

      I licked my lips before propping the bouquet against the back corner, and moved the pens in front of the stems to hold them in place.

      The breakroom door opened, followed by soft tapping of flats. Apple-and-cinnamon perfume drifted inside, harmonizing with the scent of coffee. I spun around and my heart slammed through my chest. Cara.

      She was my undoing—every single time.

       Cara’s deep, sard skin shone like the golden hour sun, still kissed by the late summer glow. She had recently dyed her natural walnut-colored hair auburn for the season, the zig-zag curls framing her face like a harvest moon. Her eyes were glimmering pools of melted chocolate and cloves, with the kind of warmth that’d make anyone want to curl up with a good book next to a fireplace on a rainy day.

      Cara’s smile pulled her dimples inward, equally drawing my heartstrings like a siren’s song. “Good morning, Akuma,” she said. Her voice was so ethereal. Sometimes I imagined her singing a lullaby before I fell sleep.

      “M-morning,” I stuttered.

      More butterflies torpedoed through my gut.

      I became hyperaware of the sweat under my arms.

      Was my hair still in place, or had that stubborn strand stick back up when I turned too quickly?

      When I smiled, did I appear too eager, or not eager enough?

      Oh Lord, was my tie crooked?

      I forgot to check my teeth in the elevator. Was there a speck of pepper in my teeth from my scrambled eggs this morning?

      Cara’s smile shrank, and she pulled a mug from the cabinet. “Are you okay? You seem tense.”

      “Yeah, I-I just had a weird morning,” I replied, and instantly regretted opening the door to a conversation where I’d risk admitting to having a hallucination the old man.

      “Oh yeah? What happened?” Cara flipped through tea bags until she found her favorite—Earl Grey.

      I should get her a tea sampler and a cast-iron pot for Christmas.

      I scratched the side of my temple and chewed on my lip. The question burned a hole in my throat. “Oh, nothing. Actually, um—I have something I wanted to give⁠—”

      “Cara! Are you ready for the meeting later?” Liam said her name with his full, rounded voice ringing in a flawless vibrato as he shouldered into the breakroom. I wouldn’t be surprised if he sang during his tennis matches. He sauntered to the coffee pot and grabbed a paper cup, flipped it, and caught it upright before pouring his drink.

      “Malcolm’s meetings are always a waste of time,” Cara said, switching her focus to dunk her tea bag in hot water. “I don’t understand all that coding stuff like you anyways.”

      “It’s not your job to, but I get it,” Liam glanced at me with a smug grin. “Oh, were you saying something, Akuma?”

      Cara popped her head from her mug, glancing at me before squinting at the back of Liam’s head with a mild frown. Before I could answer, Malcolm entered.

      “Is there a reason so many of you are in here and not at your desks?” Malcolm asked, folding his arms.

      “Just making my tea, sir,” she mumbled. Cara’s shoulders hiked to her chin as she stirred honey into her tea, keeping her head down. Liam’s smirk turned into annoyance before he left her side by the coffee machine.

      A bitter taste invaded my mouth, and I dipped my head as I slipped out of the breakroom.

      To add to my heavy heart, a thick pile of expense reports strewn across my keyboard. I eased into my leather swivel chair with a dejected sigh. Malcolm must’ve tossed them there. I organized the papers, then began the tedious task of comparing receipts to costs in stale silence.

      Four hours later, I pulled away from my computer screen and leaned back in my chair. I removed my glasses and rubbed my weary eyes, then put them back on to check the clock in the bottom corner of the screen. Almost time for lunch.

      Something poked my shoulder, and I swiveled around, startled.

      Cara hooked a coil behind her ear with a sheepish smile. “Hey, sorry. Liam can be so crazy sometimes. Weren’t you going to tell me something earlier? Aren’t you about to go to lunch?”

      “H-hey.” My voice crackled, and I cleared my throat to strengthen its natural, smoky rasp. Heat scorched my face. I thought I had escaped the potential embarrassment earlier.

      “Can you, um, meet me outside at the gazebo? I-I don’t wanna tell you here.” I rose from my seat and peeked over the cubicle walls. Cara’s lips broadened, revealing flawless teeth.

      “Of course! I’ll meet you in five minutes,” she said, then hurried off. I waited until she’d disappeared before I returned to the breakroom to retrieve the flowers. My limbs were rubber, and my fingers felt like they were melting together while I fumbled with the combination lock. Once I finally got the locker open, the scent of orchids slapped me in the face.

      I stifled a gag and carefully grabbed the bouquet, freezing at the sight of Liam standing behind me with a smirk saturated with mischief.

      “I didn’t know you had a little crush around here,” Liam said, voice trembling with restrained laughter. He cocked his head, folding his arms and peering down at the orchids. “Who’s the special gal?”

      Too close.

      You’re either gonna give me the answer key or I’ll beat it out of you.

      I shrank against my locker and shook my head, knocking the twelfth-grade memory loose.

      “Excuse me,” I mumbled and slid my back against the lockers to avoid brushing against him. I yanked the door open and rushed down the hall.

      “Whoever it is, she’s way out of your league. Like waaay out of it,” Liam bantered. He stalked after me until I reached the elevator. Leaning against the adjacent wall, he watched me press the button three times like it’d summon it faster. He sounded just like the others.

      You’re asking her to prom? You might as well just stay home.

      Oh, look everybody! Akuma’s going to try to t-t-talk in front of the class.

      I sighed, avoiding Liam’s eye contact. “P-please leave me alone…”

      “I’m just joking around,” he said with a chuckle, and cupped his hand over my shoulder. He gave me a little shake before giving his brotherly advice.

      “Good luck, man. You’re gonna need it.”
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        “Be sober, be vigilant; because your adversary the devil walks about like a roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour.” —1 Peter 5:8, NKJV

      

      

      Red and orange leaves garnished the weathered picnic table, which sat shielded from the soft glow of the afternoon sun under the vine-covered gazebo. I watched Cara from across the parking lot, standing in the rear doorway of the building and working up the nerve to approach.

      She typed something on her phone, then set it face down on the table with shoulders sinking in a deep sigh. She shivered in the breeze. Her leg bounced while she chewed on her bottom lip, and I could’ve been reading into things, but… she appeared anxious.

      I sucked air through my teeth to steel myself, and stalked across the parking lot with the bouquet concealed behind my back. My tie whipped in the brisk wind and my hair blew backward, undoing my efforts to tame it in the elevator. Halfway through the parking lot, and I already wanted to run back inside and pretend I’d never opened my mouth.

      But Cara had already spotted me. She smiled and slowly rose with a quick wave, craning her neck to see what I had behind my back.

      The worst that can happen is she says no—and then I’d just have to quit my job.

      A lock of hair blew into the corner of her full lips and stuck to her lip balm, and she hooked the stray behind her ear. “What are you hiding there, Akuma?”

      I inhaled sharply before swinging the bouquet between us. Her eyes widened as she rounded the picnic table. Her dreamy gaze sparkled, drawing me into yet another trance.

      “I—um—I’ve b-been meaning to—” I drew in another trembling breath and looked down at my feet to collect myself. It didn’t matter how many times I rehearsed the words in my mind. The second I opened my mouth, they’d scramble together.

      It didn’t help that Liam’s words were still bouncing around my skull, overlapping with my train of thought. But I’d already revealed the putrid flowers to her. How could I retract everything before I made a fool of myself?

      “I’ve been meaning to ask for a while…” My palm became slick against the cellophane. I forced a crooked smile as I looked back up. “Are you free for dinner tonight?”

      It was Friday—the day when most people always had plans. Why on Earth would I ask her at such short notice? I should’ve said next week!

      Cara’s cheeks reddened. I stared at my shoes to brace for the slap in the face.

      But she stood there, smile widening to laser beams.

      “This is so sweet! They’re stunning!” she finally squealed, and grasped the bouquet to dip her nose among the petals. My heart jumped as she pulled me into a tight embrace. “Of course, I’ll go to dinner with you. It’s a date!”

      My jaw dropped. Date.

      She pulled away, and I could still feel the weight of her. Every individual beat of my heart pumped so fast that they became indistinguishable, like a flatline.

      “How does The Black P-Pearl sound? Do you like seafood? If not, I mean, it’s your choice, w-we could always go somewhere else. I should’ve asked you first actually⁠—”

      Cara placed a slender finger over my lips with a giggle. “The Black Pearl is perfect. How does eight sound?”

      I nodded quickly, opting to stay silent to avoid sounding like even more of an idiot. Cara’s smile never left as she walked away. She kept her nose in the bouquet, occasionally pulling back to admire the flowers’ beauty. I waited until she’d disappeared into the building before I punched the air victoriously.

      It had to be a dream, because not only did Cara Freeman say yes, but Liam was also wrong.
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       I don’t think I’d ever put in so much effort to focus on my work. The clock had more of my attention than the expense and revenue reports. Accounting was endless—tracking salaries, credit card transactions, new and cancelled subscriptions for ChamberCorp’s chatbot engine. Sometimes, I wished I coded like Liam, or dealt with office administrative tasks like Cara. To feel a sense of productivity, I worked on the easiest reports before tackling the tedious ones.

      But in the back of my mind, I brainstormed the right combination of cologne and clothes from my closet so I’d have a plan in place for the second I got home.

      I couldn’t picture anything beyond polo shirts and khakis. I wasn’t even sure the one suit I owned would still fit.

      The pile of paperwork was halfway cleared when Liam popped his head over the fluted cubicle wall. His smirk was twisted. “How did it go, man?”

      My pen froze in place on a signature line. I pushed my glasses up my nose with a smug smile.

      “It went well.”

      “Oh? So who was it?”

      “Th-that’s not i-important.”

      “Really? What’s the big deal then? Unless you’re lying?” Liam sneered.

      I sighed hopelessly, shaking my head and returning to the forms. For the life of me, I couldn’t understand why any of my personal business mattered to him, or why Liam seemed to target me any chance he got. I mean, didn’t Malcolm leave him piles of work too?

      “It’s okay to admit you got rejected, Akuma,” Liam said.

      Like you might have been, when you probably asked her? I wanted to say, but instead bit my tongue and ground my molars. I continued to add my signature of approval on the reports.

      “Or maybe you didn’t.” Liam propped his arms up on the edge of the wall and rested his chin on his forearm. He pondered at the ceiling.

      Simmering rage stirred within my chest, like the pain that lingered after stubbing your toe.

      Liam clicked his tongue, sapphire eyes brightening with mischief.

      Goawaygoawaygoaway—

      “Maybe she said yes out of pity,” he said with a low chuckle, then walked away.

      And with that, my chest hollowed out.

      I hadn’t considered that possibility. My excitement shifted to dread.

      But Cara seemed genuine. The smile couldn’t have been fake… right? She’d even teared up!

      Had my awkwardness make her feel obligated to say yes?

      Heat rose to the nape of my neck from shame. I replayed our exchange by the gazebo repeatedly, analyzing every fumble of my words. I chewed my inner cheek and refocused my attention on the numbers in front of me until the clock ran out.

      For a moment there, I forgot how to count.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Cara

          

        

      

    

    
      I could only scroll on my phone for a short period while I waited under the gazebo, because the knots in my core became too unbearable to ignore. For Akuma, the most withdrawn guy in the office, to want to tell me something in private… it couldn’t be for anything pleasant.

      But then he presented the flowers, and then it was high school all over again. The butterflies in my stomach raged; my pulse raced. I couldn’t get enough of the orchids’ scent and opulence as I reentered the sterile air of ChamberCorp.

      And I couldn’t help but wonder…

      How did he know?

      The last time I’d mentioned anything related to flowers was when Liam asked me what my favorite kind was during our office Valentine’s Day party. Eight months ago.

      Even if Akuma overheard, how could he remember such an insignificant detail? Perhaps it was just a lucky guess.

      I always admired his focus and reserved nature. Akuma wasn’t loud and didn’t act like a peacock. He was approachable and a listener, only offering solutions when explicitly asked. But he was also guarded and never volunteered information about himself. It was unnerving. It took me about six months to chip a corner of his shell when he started working at ChamberCorp, and even then he’d fidget with his hands or glasses or stutter around me.

      Was it weird of me for thinking he was adorable for it? Or feeling the feral urge to squeeze his face and wrap my arms around him until he felt safe enough to completely be himself?

      I couldn’t wait for our date tonight and explore a different side of him without work as an obstacle.

      And the best part? Akuma didn’t strike me as the type looking for a one night stand either.

      Akuma didn’t follow immediately. Thankfully, he was smart enough not to; otherwise, Malcolm wouldn’t have been too pleased to find out a couple of his employees were planning a date. The flowers caught various bystanders’ attention, triggering smiles and congratulatory nods.

      Except for Liam, who stood near my desk with a thin-lipped smile. I tilted my head and frowned, wondering why he was at my desk and why he didn’t seem as excited as everyone else on my behalf.

      “Looks like you had a good lunch,” Liam said. I laughed tightly and unwrapped the flowers before replacing the fake daisies I kept in a vase.

      I couldn’t pinpoint why, but Liam’s presence always made me feel nauseous. Every movement I made—no matter how insignificant—he noticed. Every time he stood near me, it was close enough for me to pick out the aromatic notes of his expensive cologne. The hair standing on my neck and uneasiness in the pit of my gut reminded me of my childhood—a blemish in a history I refused to discuss with anyone other than my parents.

      Behind those smiles, perfect teeth, and radiant blue eyes was an unsettling hollowness, like a wax figure. No matter how wide Liam beamed, it never seemed to crinkle his eyes.

      “It was,” I said, and walked into the breakroom. I sifted through the cabinets for a large cup and filled it with water. As expected, Liam was at my heels.

      “Who gave them to you?” he asked.

      “I can’t say. It was anonymous. Shelley told me to come downstairs to get them,” I said, wishing I could rip my tongue out. I hated lying, and I hated how Liam’s nosiness forced me to do it. I couldn’t even say why I felt the need, but that nausea told me he was someone who shouldn’t know too much of my business.

      Sweat pearled at my brow at the thought that he had seen Akuma hand the flowers to me through one of the windows, and was simply testing my honesty.

      “Oh, a secret admirer…” Liam murmured, and his smile stretched into something devious. “I wonder who that could be.”

      By his tone, you could say he tried to make it sound like he was hinting toward himself. Perhaps he hadn’t witnessed us under the gazebo after all.

      I’d seen their interactions. I’d even tried to report it to human resources. Like everything else, they swept it under the rug. Liam never admitted it, but everyone suspected he’d been hired through nepotism. Chamberlain, ChamberCorp, his sports car, and the fact that Malcolm never reprimanded him for “mediocre work.” None of us would dare confront him about it, though. Not when it could be true, and one word to whoever he had protecting him could get us instantly fired.

      “Whoever it is, he’s got excellent taste,” Liam said.

      I fought the urge to glance across the office toward Akuma’s desk.

      “Well, I’m happy for you,” he said dryly, and plucked a stray hair from his shoulder. “I’ll let you get back to work.”

      The back of his neck appeared as red as his polo shirt when he crossed to the other side of the office, heading straight for the cubicle across from Akuma’s. I ducked into my own cubicle and snatched the phone the second it rang. The timing was perfect—I didn’t want to hear whatever Liam had to say to Akuma.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Five o’clock couldn’t come any faster. I had already transferred the phones to the twenty-four-seven line and packed my work bag, and was strutting toward the elevator when I caught Akuma still working feverishly at his desk. I wanted to say goodbye, but he looked so entrenched in his work that I didn’t want to disrupt his focus.

      I left the flowers in my cubicle because, in reality, I spent more time at work than in my apartment. They could my personal aromatherapy during angry customer calls or tedious administrative tasks—like organizing the annual dinner for the entire ChamberCorp staff in a month.

      I suppressed an explosion of colorful emotions until I found my car in the parking garage. The moment I jumped behind the wheel, I smiled so hard my face hurt. I dialed my best friend’s number through the hands-free feature of my car, eagerly waiting for Iris to answer.

      “What’s up?” she answered in her usual bright rasp. Iris Martinez had been my ride or die since college. She was always so optimistic and adventurous and carefree. She was the type of person to bring me out of my nine-to-five hypnosis and remind me how to live. The sister I had always craved as an only child.

      “You won’t believe what happened at work today,” I said, turning down the volume in my car because in just a few seconds, Iris would probably blow my speakers out.

      “You finally punched that idiot in the face?”

      I wasn’t sure which idiot she was referring to. It could’ve been Malcolm, Liam, Rachel, Hannah, or Russell. I ranted to her about all of my coworkers and my boss.

      “No, but I got something better. Do you remember me telling you about Akuma?” Anticipation swelled in my chest.

      “The cute, nerdy, shy guy? How could I forget? He’s the only one you don’t whine about around there,” she said. “What about him?”

      “He asked me out to dinner tonight!”

      “Shut up! Are you for real?” Iris squealed, and I cut the volume down just a notch more.

      “I know! He gave me flowers and everything! And no, we’re not talking basic grocery-store arrangements. He gave me orchids!”

      “Orchids? You didn’t tell me he was straight out of a fairytale! What time tonight? Are you on your way home? I’m coming over!” Iris spoke in rapid-fire shots, leaving no space for me to answer.

      I laughed with a snort. “Yeah, I’ll be home in five minutes.”

      Iris released one more squeal before hanging up. Despite my insistence to focus on a dead-end career, she always pushed me to go out to bars or to make online dating profiles. Her famous saying was, “Love doesn’t just fall in your lap.”

      I just wanted someone who could be nice without any ulterior motives. Someone who knew when I needed space but also needed security. Someone with a genuine heart, and who wouldn’t stomp on mine. Akuma had the potential to mark all those boxes. I was comfortable being single and living vicariously through Iris’ dramatic life with her toxic boyfriends, but I understood her excitement. I put dating on the backburner after my last one two years ago, when I met up with a self-absorbed online match and ended up not only paying for the dinner, but also driving him home.

      Now, Iris finally had an excuse to doll me up for a night, and I had an excuse to wear something other than slacks and a button-down blouse.
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      Pop music played in the background as I tore my closet apart. A box of half-eaten chocolates sat on my vanity. I was starving, but I didn’t want to eat a full meal beforehand and barely enjoy the expensive dinner Akuma had planned.

      There was also panic.

      I was seconds away from resorting to wearing a freaking skirt suit to the most expensive restaurant on the snooty side of Lumis.

      Ugh, what if I run into Liam out there?

      Surely, he lives on that side of town with the Ferrari he drives.

      Akuma would probably clam up and cancel early if that happened.

      He might even stay away from me.

      Iris’ heavy knocks drummed from downstairs, mercifully interrupting my spiraling thoughts. I scurried to meet her. She carried an armful of rompers and dresses, and I wasn’t sure if the sight overwhelmed or relieved me.

      “Girl, what have you been doing this whole time? You don’t even have any makeup on!” she chided, moving around me.

      I gave her a sheepish grin, twiddling my thumbs. “Stress eating.”

      “Well, don’t worry, Care Bear. Mami’s got you.” She patted my head and took the lead upstairs. I jogged to catch up.

      Iris tossed the clothes at the foot of my bed and began fanning out various risqué outfits. There was an ensemble for every setting—from bowling to axe-throwing to clubbing.

      I reached for another chocolate. My sweaty fingertips immediately smeared the coating before I plopped it in my mouth, and I anxiously wiped my hand on my pants without thinking.

      “Okay, so first, where are you meeting him?” Iris plopped onto my bed, eyeing the layout.

      My thumbnail inched toward my teeth as my brows climbed my forehead. “The Black Pearl.”

      She sprung right back to her feet.

      “Yeah, we’re not doing these—” She tossed different outfits to the floor, narrowing the choices down to the dresses. “We’re going classy for this one.”

      Iris plucked a plum crushed-velvet dress with a V-shaped cowl neckline. Rhinestone chains draped across the open back. I tilted my head, considering it. She held it up to my chest, and I visualized myself wearing it in the mirror.

      “It’s actually⁠—”

      “Gorgeous with your complexion! Please wear it, Cara,” she pleaded.

      “I do have some pearl earrings to match,” I mumbled. I checked my alarm clock on my nightstand, and my heart skipped a beat. Without another thought, I swiped the dress and rushed into the bathroom.

      Getting dressed was the easy part. Iris squealed when I stepped out of the bathroom, clapping her hands.

      “That dress is made for you. He’s gonna love it,” Iris said, and pulled me to my vanity. “That one’s yours to keep.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to do that⁠—”

      Iris laughed and swatted my shoulder. “Shut up and get to work, lady.”

      I rolled my eyes with a chuckle and picked up the foundation. While I did my makeup, Iris cut my time in half by styling my hair in stitch braids transitioning into a bun. By the end, I crossed my room to the full length mirror next to my desk. Smoothing my hands over the velvet hugging my hips and draping below my knees, I turned and examined the fabric flattering the hourglass curves I forgot I owned.

      Wow, Cara. You need to do this more often. You still got it!

      By the end, I had forty minutes to spare and could finally breathe again.

      Somewhat.
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      The first thing I noticed at The Black Pearl was the dazzling chandeliers, shining with just the right amount of light to make my old diamond rings and white-gold lariat necklace sparkle.

      Nautical ropes and nets mixed with loose gossamer fabric draped across the cathedral-style coffered ceiling. The walls were painted royal blue, embellished with gold wainscoting and trim. White cloths and antique brass candelabra adorned each table. Renaissance oil paintings graced certain sections, and I was certain they could’ve been originals.

      I already felt like I owed the place money just for standing there.

      “How may I help you, ma’am?” The host clasped his hands behind his back, ripping my attention away from a woman wearing a gown entirely made of fine gemstones, scooping black pebbles in a spoon. Maybe it was caviar. Whatever it was, it looked gross.

      I swallowed dryly, even more intimidated by the host’s perfectly tailored tuxedo. His lips were twisted as if my presence left a bitter taste in his mouth.

      “Um… is there a reservation at eight o’clock under Akuma Tanaka?” I held my chin high with my shoulders back, steeling my spine to look the part. With the previous couple ahead of me, I had hoped he wouldn’t notice my middle-class gawking.

      The man’s gaze lingered, analyzing my wardrobe and my braided hair with his nose tilted upward. Only after sizing me up did he open the black leather-bound book at the podium. He forced a thin smile before raising a white-gloved hand and gesturing to follow. I trailed behind him, gripping my glittery silver clutch like my life depended on it. My nude heels clacked along the black marble floors—goodness, I hadn’t even noticed the striking floors—and I ignored the criticizing stares from the patrons as I walked by.

      I eased into the tufted dining chair and released a shaky breath. I wished Iris could hide behind the giant monstera and wait for the moment to rescue me or give me advice through an earpiece like in the movies. At least then, I wouldn’t be alone and out of place while I waited for Akuma.

      A server clad in a crisp white shirt, bow-tie, double-breasted waistcoat, and pressed trousers approached. She held her hands behind her back with a proud smile. Her short black hair shined, laid flat with gel so hard that a hurricane couldn’t dishevel it.

      “What would you like to drink, ma’am?” she asked.

      “Oh, uh…” I glanced at my watch. Ten minutes before he’d arrive. “I’ll just take a water, thanks.”

      The server gave a curt bow before walking off, and my hands battled in a thumb war under the table. I sat facing the front door, not only so I could watch for Akuma but also because I liked to be aware of all my exits. One of many lessons inscribed deep into my bones by my parents.

      Three refills and a request for a merlot later, thirty minutes had passed.

      Thirty minutes. To his own date. The date he’d so nervously offered with flowers.

      And here I was, still sitting at this table like a lost puppy, at a restaurant that charged twenty-five dollars for a glass of wine and sixty dollars for five ounces of grilled swordfish coated in a tomato and olive relish.

      Did he chicken out?

      Surely, something must have come up.

      A brass angel statue stood in the corner opposite of the monstera, like a soldier at attention with a spear at her side. Sculpted wavy hair cascaded her shoulders. She wore fitted armor, and had four wings folded tightly behind her. The feathers were carved so delicately that they appeared soft to the touch. I could’ve sworn the statue blinked. I stared at it, expecting another one.

      My phone chimed. I snatched my phone out of my clutch—forgetting about the staring contest I started with a hunk of metal—but my shoulders fell to see Iris’s text asking for an update whenever I could. My thumbs danced across the screen.

      I’m still waiting.

      The server returned with a pitiful smile, clasping her hands together in front of her apron. “Are you ready to order, ma’am?”

      “I’ll just take another glass of water.”

      What? The sweet guy that gave you flowers is standing you up?! Iris responded.

      I glanced at the front doors, hoping that maybe he’d pop in at the last minute and I’d just backtrack my oncoming rant. I mean, it looked like he’d stay at work a little later when I left the office. Maybe time got away from him and he was scrambling to get here.

      I chewed on my lip, swiping to his contact on my phone. It took some scheming to get it—I used an excuse to ask him questions about my timesheet and asked for his personal cell. He hesitated, but gave it to me with bright red cheeks.

      Hey, are you still meeting me at The Black Pearl?

      I waited another thirty minutes. I don’t know why. My hope was delusion at this point, and the server grew more awkward each time she returned to refill my glass. I even caught a glimpse of her talking to three coworkers, furtively glancing in my direction. It had been an hour now. No response, no arrival.

      I waved the server over with a stiff smile, eyes burning with humiliation.

      “Yes, ma’am?”

      “I’m ready for the check now,” I said, and swallowed around the knot in my throat. Hold it together. Hold it together.

      I refused to cry over a man. I’d just ask him in person on Monday what happened. If he didn’t have a legitimate reason then, I’d simply move on.

      But Akuma cared too much about others, possibly to a fault. He worked on holidays so others could spend time with their families. He often bought lunch for everyone to keep office morale up because Malcolm never cared to. He wouldn’t stand me up.

      I had a bad feeling that something had gone wrong.

      Horribly wrong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Akuma

          

        

      

    

    
      A mix of warm and cool white light made the skyscrapers sparkle like stars against the lavender sky, and lightbox store signages dressed the streets in vibrant color. The temperature had sharpened to a crisp bite, invading the fibers of my button-down shirt and trousers and piercing my skin. I kept an iron grip on my briefcase handle, gnashing my teeth and shivering as I trekked to the subway.

      I paused behind the yellow line, waiting for the subway car to arrive under the sickly green luminescence of the station. When I decided to stay at work an hour late, I’d hoped to avoid leaving at the same time as Liam and spare myself the busy crowd. The commuters tended to thin significantly toward the end of rush hour.

      Unfortunately, it left me with only an hour to get home, shower, change, and catch the subway again to The Black Pearl.

      Maybe she said yes out of pity.

      Liam was probably right.

      A crack like brittle sticks snapped behind me, and warmth seeped into my neck. I glanced back. A man stood uncomfortably close behind me in a baggy grey hoodie, cracking his neck and breathing against me. His head hung low, the oversized hood covering half his face. Only his silver beard and thin, scarred lips could be seen.

      My skin crawled, and I took several steps forward.

      Then I felt his breath on my neck again.

      What’s with this guy?

      I moved further up, mumbling apologies as I bumped into a woman in a puffy fur coat holding a Yorkie that yipped at me.

      Like a shadow, the man followed, but I didn’t have any more space to move forward. I moved to my left, following the line in hopes the man would get the hint.

      But he didn’t.

      “Sir, c-can you please—” The train’s arrival drowned my voice. Relief settled in my gut when train arrived and opened its doors.

      Something sharp and thin yanked me back by the neck. My briefcase was flung out of my hand, and a scream lodged itself in my throat. A couple travelers glanced in my direction, some taking pictures and others gaping through the windows. The woman clutched her Yorkie closer, and her dog’s barks became higher pitched as she ran on board. Her wrinkled hand quivered as she took a call. I hoped it was the police.

      It was impossible for me to slip my fingers underneath the wire. I bucked and kicked, wheezes forcing their way out of my throat. Reaching for the train, silently pleading for help as he dragged me farther away. He rammed a free fist into my face. My glasses went skittering across the concrete. Tears squeezed out of my eyes as the blurred faces in the car watched indifferently. Some even laughed, like school children watching a scuffle at lunch.

      Laughed.

      The fluorescent lights flickered, the doors dinged, and the tunnel howled as the subway train sped off like a bullet.

      Air rushed into my lungs, and I fell to my knees with my hand shooting to my neck. Trembling, I crawled toward the only thing I could think of grabbing—my glasses.

      I frantically reached into my back pocket for my wallet and presented it in my quivering palm as the man towered me. “T-take it…”

      “Still so kind,” he snarled.

      Through one cracked lens, I observed the foam around his mouth and the grease stains on his khaki shorts. I inhaled sharply as I recognized the burgundy shirt, the sunspots dotting his skin, and the knobby knees. His white hair and beard poured down his chest and shoulders. The only differences—he didn’t hold a cane, and his spine wasn’t crooked like it had been on the train this morning.

      The same older man I’d given up my seat for… who had vanished… now stood before me with a wry smile and saliva oozing between his rotted teeth. His eyes were bloodshot, the irises enlarged and black and glistening with pinpoint white pupils. His splotched skin darkened to a sickly cool grey, closer to matching the concrete than an actual human.

      “P-please… don’t kill me… just take th-the money,” I pleaded. I blinked rapidly, telling myself that this was just another hallucination. It had to be, seeing as how he’d reappeared with a strength like none other when he’d needed my arm for support just to move three feet this morning.

      My nose still burned from his punch.

      More bones cracked as the man’s neck snapped into a ninety-degree angle. I flinched at the sound.

      “Money?” he snarled.

      I scrambled to my feet and bolted down the platform with my breath sawing in and out of my lungs. The stairs were on the other end, the top of them glowing deep blue under the city lights. The surface, where I could call for help⁠—

      “Where do you think you’re going?”

      Another man appeared. Younger and stockier, but with protruding cheekbones and sunken eye sockets tracing the peaks and valleys of the skull beneath his skin.

      The second attacker’s skin was also grey, and riddled with icy-blue varicose veins branching across his face and hands. He wore ripped jeans and a plain white T-shirt stained with grass and dirt. Black grease coated his fingers like a mechanic’s. Blocking the exit, he glared from beneath his brow with the same depthless eyes, the same as the first man. He raised a pistol in my direction, the black metal glinting.

      I’d half turned when I realized the initial stranger had caught up. Between the two of them, there was nowhere to run, and I was beginning to think they weren’t men at all.

      A woman under a pile of blankets and a cardboard sign huddled in a corner. Only her wide eyes were visible as she sat frozen in terror.

      “I-if you don’t want my money… then why are you d-doing this?” I croaked, returning my focus to the gunman. Perhaps I could talk to them, maybe beg—stall until the next train or a police officer showed up.

      “You should’ve kept to yourself,” the gunman sneered, curling a finger over the trigger. His fingertips blackened like necrosis.

      “W-what did I do wrong? I d-don’t understand!” I whimpered, my voice shattering. Hair matted to my sweaty forehead. My knees remained bent, ready to spring into another desperate sprint whenever an opening presented itself.

      “You existed.” He racked the slide. My spine seized as I shot my hands into the air.

      “NO—”

      Pain seared through my chest, knocking me back like a stiff wooden board. The taste of copper welled in my mouth, a river of slick warmth spilling past my lips. The lights’ flickering intervals sped up as the attackers prowled closer like wolves.

      I peered down the barrel aiming right between my eyes. Inside of it, I could see Cara, dazzling under The Black Pearl’s chandeliers, like a diamond necklace on display.

      With vacant faces, the men hovered with artificial smiles that couldn’t reach their eyes.

      “What he wants… he always gets,” they said in unison.

      My wheezes grew shallow. The cold I’d felt on the walk here was nothing compared to the ice invading my veins now.

      Maybe I would have spoken full sentences without Liam lingering around the corner, waiting to interrupt. Maybe I would’ve made her smile, and hear that cute snort that often threaded into her laughs.

      It was going to be the first chapter of showering her in everything she deserved.

      But now that book will never be opened.

      I stopped feeling the pain of hellfire, and I didn’t feel the final shot at all.

      In the blackness that followed, my body was as light as a cloud, levitating in place as a sheer echo of myself. I lay cradled by stagnant air. I couldn’t hear the sirens, the screech of tires , or the urgent thunder of the police stomping down the stairs, but I imagined it. My rescuers would be seconds too late.

      Clawed hands clamped onto my arms, legs, and neck. My inaudible scream was lost in the abyss when they dragged me down.
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      I couldn’t decide to be livid or worried.

      After a long shower spent analyzing Akuma’s personality in the three years I had known him versus his no-show behavior tonight, I had to call Iris to debrief. I put her on speaker while I removed my remaining makeup, my skin screaming from the million cotton pads I had to use to scrub off the stubborn foundation.

      Iris finally broke her silence after digesting my rant. “So… if he stood you up, what reason do you think he had?”

      “I don’t know. He could’ve missed the subway—or if he has a car, it broke down on the way.” I dabbed makeup remover onto another cotton pad.

      “But he never answered your text,” Iris said flatly.

      “His phone could’ve died,” I said, wincing as I dragged the pad across my cheeks with more pressure.

      “Okay, so… let me get your theory straight. His phone died the night he had a date, and he never bothered to charge it when he got home? And maybe he had an emergency where he couldn’t show up, but he had no way of giving you a heads-up? You made him sound like he was pretty punctual and type A with everything. Sure, he set the dinner the same day he asked, but he could’ve had it planned for months.”

      Hearing my reasoning aloud definitely made it sound like a far reach.

      “I don’t know! Men suck, okay? Maybe I’m just making excuses because he’s shy. I know it doesn’t necessarily make him innocent either.” I tossed the fraying cotton pad among the others piled on the vanity and blew an exaggerated huff of air, propping my elbows on the dresser.

      “What if he was intimidated? He could’ve thought you were too good for him.”

      “In that case, he wouldn’t have asked me out to begin with. I don’t know, Iris.” I shook my head. “Something isn’t adding up. But my brain hurts and I’m too starving too to worry about it anymore. I’ll just ask him Monday.”

      “Looks like that’s your only option,” Iris said with a defeated sigh. “Keep me posted.”

      “Will do,” I said, and shuffled downstairs to stuff my face with meal-prepped chili for the fifth day in a row.

      I tried to imagine it was the clam and lobster chowder I would’ve ordered.
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      I hated Mondays, much like everyone else. But today couldn’t come fast enough.

      I showed up ten minutes early because Akuma was often already at ChamberCorp before I arrived. However, his desk was empty when I passed it to get to the breakroom.

      No one had started coffee yet, so I filled the pot as an excuse to linger in the breakroom. Every time the door opened, anticipation electrocuted me—only for it to ebb into disappointment when it wasn’t Akuma entering. I watched the wrong faces lock up their packed lunches.

      I started an electric kettle of hot water, and stuck a blueberry muffin into a microwave.

      “Good morning, Cara!”

      I cringed at the sound of Liam’s bright, booming voice. Thank God my back was facing the door. I turned around with a stiff grin that morphed into a yawn.

      “Morning,” I rasped.

      “Rough night?” He tilted his head. My eyebrows threatened to knit. Did I look rough?

      “You can say that,” I said curtly, pouring hot water into my mug. I dunked the tea bag by its string and checked my watch. Five minutes ‘til nine… and Akuma still hadn’t set foot into the breakroom.

      Strange. We were both creatures of habit, so he should’ve been in here by now. I guess he could’ve just gone straight to his desk. Maybe to avoid me.

      Liam leaned against the counter next to me, eyeing the coffee pot. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing, I didn’t get enough sleep,” I said, the last word distorting with another yawn. Liam nodded and straightened, then sifted through the cabinet for his mug.

      “Something definitely feels off this morning, I’ll give you that.” Liam prepared his coffee, flicking a sugar packet before tearing it open. He opened his mouth to speak, but then shook his head as if to erase the thought. I took that as my cue to leave.

      Akuma’s desk was still empty. No briefcase or bento box, no sweater draped over the back
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