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	Foreword

	 

	This volume does not begin in the hell Aiden usually tells his stories from. It begins on an airplane, in a stomach full of excitement and in a heart that believes it can fly far enough away, just for a moment, to find itself. Miami Beach — a place that for many exists only in postcards, music videos, and glittering images — becomes a turning point for Aiden that runs deeper than sun, palm trees, and clubs.

	These chapters are about more than a vacation. Aiden carries his old longing across the Atlantic with him: the desire to be truly seen, to be loved, to be held, not merely desired. In Miami he meets Pie, a man who stands out from the crowd even though that crowd is made up of the most beautiful demons one could imagine. From a flirt on the beach, a glance through sunglasses, a kiss in the Score, grows one of the most intense encounters of his life.

	The days in Miami are bright, colorful, loud, full of music and nights in which stars, sea, and bodies blur into one another. And yet a fine shadow hangs over everything: Aiden knows that every step on the beach exists on borrowed time. That every kiss with Pie ends at a boundary that lies not in their passion, but in continents, flight schedules, and the life that will be waiting for him once he flies back home.

	This volume tells of the sweet cruelty in which a dream comes true and slips away in the very same moment. Pie is not simply a holiday flirtation. He is proof that a single night can remain in one’s memory for an entire lifetime.

	 

	When Aiden returns to his hell, nothing is the way it was before. The streets are the same, the Barflow is still standing, John still listens to him, Tom is still kissing demons on Kettengasse whom he has known for a long time. And yet something inside Aiden has shifted. Anyone who has once experienced what a love feels like that has no future carries a quiet scar that throbs every time everyday life returns.

	Volume 6 follows Aiden on this road back. He tries to settle once more into his old life, between the bar, parties, ex-demons, and familiar faces. Martin is waiting, David is writing, old stories are still hanging in the corners of his apartment. In the middle of all this chaos, someone suddenly appears whom he had never planned as a fixed part of his story: Elias, the vampire.

	At first Elias was simply the one who annoyed him, the one standing beside Tom, made up, loud, a little too much in every way. Then he became a kiss in a corner, a risk at a party, a night in the bathroom that shatters glass, decoration, and every firmly anchored rule. And at some point he no longer stands only for drama, but for something Aiden had long thought he had lost: arriving in everyday life with someone who makes him laugh, provokes him, mirrors him, and accepts him in all his contradictions.

	In these chapters, you can watch Aiden grow without him fully realizing that he is growing. He stumbles from encounter to encounter, makes decisions that hurt, laughs at things he once would have cried over, and cries over moments that might once have been only a brief episode. He gets tangled up, hurts others, hurts himself, and still tries not to unlearn how to believe in love — even though it never stays for long, and in his life it often appears in the form of demons who are just as lost as he is.

	 

	Miami and hell stand opposite each other in this volume like two inner landscapes: there, the city in which Aiden feels for the first time what it might be like if one night changed everything; here, the streets in which he learns with the vampire Elias that it is not always about the great fireworks, but also about brief glances across Kettengasse, ironic dialogue between two shifts, a phone number on a beer mat, a scarf that hides more than bruises.

	This volume is closer to Aiden than ever before. It tells of one love that lies in the sand of Miami and remains preserved in the saltwater of memory, and of another that begins in a Cologne bar, between glasses of sparkling wine, exhausting shifts, and a vampire who first irritates, then fascinates, and in the end finds a place in Aiden’s heart that he never looked for and yet somehow finds.

	When you open this book, you will walk with Aiden onto the beach, into the clubs of Miami, into the hottest nights of his life, and back again to his place behind the bar. You will lie beneath the stars with Pie, laugh in the bathroom with Elias, cry in the taxi with Aiden when the farewell comes that cannot be prevented.

	This story is not a fairy tale in which everything becomes smooth and quiet at the end. It is the record of a heart that tries every day not to harden. A heart that burns itself again and again and still hopes. If you are ready to listen to it, then follow Aiden through this volume: to Miami, back into hell, and straight into the night in which a devil, a vampire, a beer mat, and a phone number mark the beginning of something that may not be perfect, but is all the more real for that.

	Welcome to Volume 6

	M. E. Capwel

	Shadows of My Soul
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Chapter 1. Departure for Paradise

	 

	The time has come. My suitcase is open on the bed, and all over the apartment there are T-shirts, shorts, sandals, and far too many what-if thoughts lying around.

	I’ve packed my suitcase, and I’m completely excited because for the first time in my life, I’m taking such a long trip — all by myself.

	Without a demon in my luggage, without anyone I have to consider. The road back to myself, I tell myself as I pull the zipper closed.

	Just once, out of the hell I live in and into the paradise I’ve been dreaming of for years.

	In my head, I can hear John’s voice:

	“Just you and your heart — that’ll be your dream trip.” I smile. John isn’t coming with me, and yet it feels as though he is accompanying me. No demon, no lover, no drama — just me and the person who understands me better than all the ones who have ever lain in my bed.

	The drive to the airport feels like a film.

	The taxi swallows up the familiar streets, the houses slide past me, and I stare out of the window as if I were seeing them for the last time.

	In my stomach, nervousness and anticipation are dancing wildly together. One part of me still can’t quite believe that I’ve really gone through with it.

	Ticket booked, vacation approved, suitcase packed, apartment locked.

	No more maybe.

	The airport is a world of its own. People with wheeled suitcases, children clutching teddy bears, business people in suits hurrying through the halls.

	Voices over the loudspeakers calling out destinations, cities I know only from television.

	Everywhere, faces I’ve never seen before, every glance carrying a different story. I’m standing right in the middle of it and thinking: All of us have some kind of destination, some kind of

	“away from here” or “toward there.”

	I push my suitcase in front of me, look for the screen showing my flight, and join the line at check-in.

	Before I can even really collect myself, it happens. In that stream of unfamiliar faces, my eyes catch on one that I recognize instantly.

	This cannot be happening right now, I think.

	A few meters in front of me is “Prada Mark.”

	That’s what we used to call him because he always wore that one Prada T-shirt as if it were his armor.

	Once in black, once in white, otherwise always the same.

	The nickname stuck longer than many nights in the scene ever did.

	I haven’t seen him in years.

	Whole chapters of my life have passed without me even thinking of him — and now here he is, in the same airport, in the same terminal.

	He turns slightly to the side, and I recognize him immediately.

	His face has become more mature, the lines a little sharper, but his eyes are still the same. He used to be my Tom’s best friend; they were inseparable.

	Then life got in the way, as it so often does.

	Arguments, silence, new circles. At some point Mark had no more contact with Tom, and I lost sight of him too.

	My heart starts beating faster, and this time it isn’t only because of the flight. I take a step forward until I’m close enough for my voice to reach him.

	“Where are you heading?” I ask, as if it were the most normal question in the world.

	He turns toward me, needs a moment to place me, and then I see recognition in his eyes.

	A small brightening, a mixture of surprise and memory.

	“I’m flying to Miami,” he says.

	Inside my head, every fuse blows at once.

	 

	My eyes and ears can’t believe what they’re taking in. We haven’t seen each other for years, and of all places, here — at this airport, on the way to what was supposed to be my very own private paradise — we meet again, heading to the same destination. Miami.

	For a moment, everything feels staged. The loudspeaker voice in the background, the people around us continuing on as if nothing extraordinary is happening, and the two of us suddenly standing in a scene no one could have invented.

	We keep walking toward the check-in desks. Mark is standing two people ahead of me in line, his backpack slung over one shoulder, his ticket in his hand.

	I watch as it’s his turn, as he shows his ID, lifts his suitcase onto the belt, casually exchanges a few words with the woman at the desk.

	He is finished quickly, gets his boarding pass, and steps aside.

	Three minutes later, it’s my turn. I step up to the desk, smile at the friendly woman, and feel my heart beating faster again — this time for a completely different reason than before in the taxi.

	“I would like to sit right next to that young man, please,” I say, gesturing lightly in Mark’s direction.

	The woman glances briefly at her screen, then at him, then back at me. A small smile flickers across her face, as if she understands more than I’ve actually said.

	I hear the tapping of her keyboard, the printer spitting out my boarding pass, and inside me one single thought is taking shape:

	This trip is going to be different from what I planned.

	


Chapter 2. Champagne Above the Clouds

	 

	On the plane, I pretended to be completely surprised when we saw each other again. Of course I knew he would be on board, since we had already spotted each other briefly at check-in, but that moment when I walked down the row and discovered him in his seat felt like a second scene in the same film.

	“Oh, you too?” I said with practiced surprise, while my heart already knew much more.

	We took our seats, side by side, and the armrests between us suddenly seemed ridiculously narrow. Around us sat his colleagues, all TUI employees, talking about duty rosters, vacation time, and various flight-related details of which I only understood half.

	Mark also works for TUI, and I noticed immediately how differently he moved among “his people.” Easy, familiar, somewhere between everyday life and adventure.

	He leaned forward toward a colleague in front of us, exchanged a few words, and I only caught fragments. “Upgrade,” “free seats up front,” “why not.” Then he looked at me and grinned. “I’ll ask whether we can’t fly first class,” he said, as if it were as spontaneous an idea as ordering another drink.

	For me, the thought alone already felt far away from my usual everyday hell.

	A few minutes later, one of the flight attendants came over to us, friendly, professional, with that smile that makes many things possible.

	“We have two seats for you in first class,” she explained. I needed a moment to understand that by “you” she really meant us. We stood up, took our hand luggage, and followed her toward the front, through the curtain that otherwise feels more like an invisible border.

	What came next was almost even more surreal. Mark spoke once more to a colleague, I heard the word “cockpit,” and suddenly we were no longer standing in the aisle, but were allowed to experience the takeoff with the pilots. Up front.

	Right behind the windows I usually only ever see in films. To watch how a plane really flies, how many buttons, lights, displays, and movements it takes, to experience the takeoff from the front with the pilot — that is not something life simply offers you every day.

	For me, it was a dream quietly coming true without me ever having said it aloud.

	We sat behind the two men in uniform, listened as they spoke to the tower, watched the runway draw closer, watched the speed build.

	The world in front of us grew faster, the lights stretched into lines, and then that feeling, when the ground disappears beneath the plane and everything suddenly feels as though not only the aircraft is lifting off, but you are lifting out of your own life as well.

	My stomach tingled, my heart beat all the way into my fingertips, and at the same time there was a calm inside me that I had not felt in a long time.

	Once we were in the air, we left the cockpit and took our seats up front in first class. Wide seats, more legroom, fabrics that felt softer than anything I usually sit on.

	It was as if someone had planned for a version of me on this flight who was used to being spoiled. I leaned back, fastened my seatbelt, and looked over at Mark, who was making himself comfortable too.

	“Champagne?” the stewardess asked, holding out the tray. The question was hardly necessary. We both nodded, and shortly afterward were holding our glasses in our hands.

	The first sip didn’t just sparkle in my mouth, it also dissolved the last remains of earthly reality that were still clinging to me. During the flight we kept drinking champagne, not in a sense of excess, more like a small confirmation: yes, you are really sitting here, yes, this really is your life right now.

	We laughed, talked, drifted into memories, jumped in conversation from the past to the present. Flight time became in-between time, a space in which there was no hell, no ex-boyfriends, no demons pulling at me. Only clouds beneath us, a glass in my hand, and the feeling of playing in another league for a few hours.

	We were able to enjoy ourselves, in the truest sense of the phrase.

	No cramped rows, no knee in my back, no stiff, awkward sitting.

	Instead soft seats, warm blankets, little snacks, the quiet clinking of glasses above the clouds again and again.

	For others it may have been only an upgrade, a small extra on a long-haul flight.

	For me, it was more.

	It felt like a sign that this journey was truly going to be different from everything I had experienced before.

	I was flying to Miami Beach, all alone, with no demon in tow — and yet someone from my past was sitting beside me, like a bookmark in an old story.

	Above us only sky, beneath us the Atlantic, and somewhere in between, me, with a glass of champagne in my hand and the quiet feeling that this flight was the beginning of something I could not yet name.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 3. Arrival in Paradise

	 

	Landing in Miami was overwhelming. Not that ordinary jolt you know from the window seat, when the tires hit the runway and for a second you think the pilot forgot the brakes.

	This time I was sitting in the cockpit again, directly behind the pilots, looking straight ahead at a city spread out beneath us like a vibrating field of lights.

	The sun was low, the horizon glowing in orange and pink, and in front of us the runway drew nearer until the narrow strip became a broad one.

	Every movement, every announcement, every moment of the descent was visible.

	To see how a plane lands from the front, from the perspective of the people steering it, is something completely different from trying to work out where you are through a side window between wings and plastic frames.

	For me, it felt as though I was not only arriving in another country, but also, for a brief moment, in another reality.

	When we stepped off the plane, the heat hit us like an open hand.

	Miami airport was a celebration of voices, colors, and smells.

	We picked up our luggage from the belt, me with my suitcase from hell, Mark with his from a life I only knew from stories by now.

	While we stood next to each other waiting for our bags, we talked about our hotels. He had one right in Miami, I had mine in Miami Beach.

	The moment he told me where he was staying, I already knew that my hotel was much closer to what I imagined as paradise. Beach, promenade, sea.

	“Let me see yours,” he said with a grin. “Maybe I’ll move.”

	When we reached my hotel, the decision was made quickly. The lobby was bright, the air cool, and outside you could already sense the sea.

	His hotel downtown suddenly felt far away, practical, but lifeless.

	Mine felt like vacation.

	So we decided his room would go to waste and he would stay with me. One room, one bed, one bathroom, the two of us.

	I had imagined this trip very differently — alone, without demons, without old stories.

	Now Mark was standing beside my bed with his suitcase, and instead of loneliness, I suddenly had company.

	The first thing we wanted to do was obvious: get out.

	Out of the air-conditioning, out of that in-between space that smelled of airplane, airport, and hotel corridor.

	We wanted to see the city.

	We put down the suitcases, only half closed the curtains, checked the room quickly — bed comfortable, bathroom clean, balcony with a hint of an ocean view — and not even ten minutes later we were back in the elevator going down.

	Outside, the sun was blazing.

	Not that mild, tired light from the hell where I usually live, with its gray facades and streets that swallow everything.

	Here, the warmth was like a promise resting directly on my skin. The people looked different. Colorful, light, sun-tanned, as if every one of them had spent more time outside than I had in the last ten years combined.

	Shorts, flip-flops, colorful dresses, sunglasses, voices in languages that sounded only half familiar to me. Nobody knew who I was.

	To them, I was simply one of many, just some guy from Europe walking down the boulevard with a look of amazement on his face.

	As we walked along the street, I could feel two feelings working against each other inside me.

	One part of me was entirely here, in this heat, this brightness, this feeling that everything is possible. The other was already automatically looking for patterns, for glances, for faces that might imprint themselves on me.

	Are there demons here?

	The thought was there before I could even fully grasp it. Barely had I set foot on new ground than I was already asking myself which men in this city might make my heart beat a little faster, in which bars they were standing, which hotels belonged to them.

	I almost had to laugh at myself.

	Only moments ago I had sworn to myself that this trip was the road back to me, without demons in my luggage.

	And not even an hour after landing, I catch myself sizing up the men on the beach and in the cafés with a look that knows more than simple curiosity.

	Old patterns travel with you, even if you checked in your suitcase alone.

	For me, everything here is new. The streets, the buildings, the palm trees, the light. And at the same time, I am aware that I am just as new to this city.

	A strange face that disappears among thousands, one more body in the crowd that means nothing to anyone.

	That thought is liberating and frightening at the same time. Back home in hell, people know my name, my crashes, my demons.

	Here, no one knows me.

	I take a deep breath, taste salt in the air, and feel Mark beside me as he looks around as if this were nothing more than the next stop in his TUI life.

	For me, it is more.

	It is the chance to see who I am when I do not connect every corner with a memory.

	Maybe here I will find a new way of seeing myself.

	Maybe I will fall back into old patterns.

	Probably both. But in this moment, I am simply walking through the streets of Miami Beach, with an old acquaintance by my side and the quiet sense that this trip is going to change me more than I would like.

	 

	


Chapter 4. Demons, Palm Trees, and Homesickness

	 

	We are in a country like America, where beautiful people are walking around on every corner, perfect bodies, white teeth, sunglasses, as if they had been born to end up on postcards.

	And who do I meet on the very first day at the beach?

	Of course not some Sunday angel from California, but a demon from Germany.

	To be more precise: from Stuttgart.

	I’m lying on my sunbed, looking out at the ocean, thinking how far away I am from everything that keeps me trapped in hell, and then suddenly I hear German next to me.

	A few sentences, a laugh, that familiar sound rising out immediately among all the foreign voices.

	His name is Bernd, twenty-seven, brown eyes, a smile that feels familiar very quickly. We get talking, and it is so easy, as if we had only changed subway lines instead of continents.

	He tells me about Stuttgart, about his job, about his trip, which is ending here just as mine is only beginning.

	We make plans to go shopping together later the same day.

	The idea of wandering through stores in Miami Beach with a complete stranger from Germany feels absurd and completely logical at the same time.

	A little piece of home in a foreign city. A demon with a Swabian edge. He is sweet, attentive, open. And then the catch follows immediately: it is his last day. Tomorrow he is flying back.

	What a pity, I think, and that is exactly what I tell him too.

	I have barely landed in a country full of new possibilities, and already I am getting involved again with someone who can only ever be a footnote in this vacation.

	Three days before leaving hell, I had still met Martin, and with him things had started so beautifully.

	That careful drawing closer, no drama, no explosive beginning, more like a slow, warm start.

	And then, of all times, I had to get on a plane.

	Today, here on the beach, while I am listening to Bernd, I notice that I miss Martin. Not in a way that would make me fly back immediately, but quietly enough that I can feel his absence.

	How quickly you can get used to demons in the old hell. A few days, a kiss, one evening together, and already my heart is sketching outlines around someone who was a stranger only a short time ago.

	I wonder what Martin is doing in hell right now.

	Whether he is thinking about me.

	Whether he is out with friends, whether he is working, whether he feels my absence as a gap just the way I sometimes miss his closeness.

	We never said out loud what we are, or what we want to be, but I assumed that both of us were looking for something that would not just burn out again after two nights.

	We wanted to take it slowly.

	We never got beyond one kiss, but that one kiss held more promise than many a whole night with other demons.

	He had asked me to send him a postcard. Properly old-fashioned. No phone message, no quick voice note squeezed in between one thing and the next. A real card, with a stamp, with words you cannot simply delete.

	He had even given me his address, neatly written down, as if it were something important.

	And now here I am, standing under palm trees, sand between my toes and Bernd at my side showing me T-shirts, while Martin’s address lights up in my head like a small, quiet promise.

	As dreamlike as it is here — the heat, the sea, the colors, the nights still ahead of me — I am looking forward to the moment when I return to hell and see Martin again.

	Miami feels like another planet, and yet my thoughts keep wandering back to that one demon who stayed behind in my hell and who may, right now, be waiting for a postcard that will say more than just

	“Greetings from paradise.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 5. Rain in Paradise

	 

	Today it is raining in paradise. Not that gray drizzle from hell that ruins your mood, but a warm summer rain that feels on your skin as if the air itself were embracing you.

	The drops are soft, they do not pound, they glide.

	It smells of wet earth, salt, and warm stone. Still, it is not beach weather. The sky is milky, the sea seems heavier than yesterday, and the loungers stand deserted beneath the umbrellas.

	Miami Beach, which usually breathes seeing and being seen, is taking half a pause today.

	I am sitting on my balcony, looking down at the street and watching how the rain slows people down.

	Some still walk along the boulevard in T-shirts, laughing, holding their hands over their heads, while others flee under awnings and into cafés.

	Even in the rain, everything here looks like a scene from a music video.

	Miami Beach is a catwalk, the parade of the most beautiful demons in the world. Bodies, faces, outfits — in a way I do not know from hell.

	There, so much is raw, scratched, tired. Here, everyone has something special about them, as if the city only draws in people who carry a stage inside themselves.

	 

	I lean back and ask myself how faithful I can even be in an environment like this. This city is a constant test.

	Eye contact everywhere, fleeting smiles, flickering energy.

	Luckily, I have only been with Martin for a short time, I tell myself.

	We never really discussed being a couple.

	It floated in the air, hung in our conversations, lay inside the kiss that connected us, but we never said, We are together now.

	Last night in Crobar, a sentence like that would definitely have been drowned out anyway.

	Crobar felt like traveling back in time. For me, it felt like the old Lulu in the past, only bigger, harder, hotter. Beams of light slicing through the haze, bass vibrating through chest and stomach, sweating bodies flowing into one another.

	Demons, all of them looking at me.

	I could feel the glances before I consciously noticed them. That old, familiar tingling when you realize you are not just part of the crowd, but a center that is slowly forming.

	When I dance, I forget a lot of things, but last night I noticed one thing above all: I could have had them all.

	The muscular ones, the ones without, the ordinary ones you look at twice, and the ultra-sexy versions who look as if they secretly belong in magazines.

	It definitely was not my last time in that bar.

	The thought alone that I am still here for a while makes a kind of anticipation rise in me that I almost enjoy out of defiance.

	While I dance, while I laugh, while I lift glasses to my lips, Martin suddenly feels very far away. And still, he is there.

	In the pauses when I look at my phone even though I know he cannot write to me right now. In the quiet moments after the music, when my feet ache and my chest is still rising and falling.

	I miss him a little.

	Not so much that I can no longer breathe, but enough that I invite him into my thoughts while I am standing beneath palm trees.

	Last night, I fooled around with a few demons.

	There were hands, mouths, bodies closer to mine than necessary, spontaneous kisses that tasted more of here and now than of tomorrow.

	But it did not go as far as sex. A boundary remained, not out of faithfulness in some church sense, more because of a feeling that I do not want to betray Martin completely.

	The rain is slowly easing. The street is drying from the edges inward, and the first rays of sun are pushing through the clouds.

	I am sitting here in a hotel room in Miami Beach, surrounded by the most beautiful demons in the world, and I notice that inwardly I am still moving between two worlds.

	One of them is loud, colorful, hot, full of possibilities in which I could kiss someone new every night.

	The other is sitting in hell, with a kiss still lingering in the air, an address waiting on a postcard, and a quiet hope that there is someone there who stays, even while I am far away.

	Rain in paradise does not mean that everything turns gloomy.

	It only means that the surface cools down for a moment and you can see your own thoughts more clearly.

	And today I can see that in Miami I am not only trying to celebrate myself, but also testing how far my longing for Martin really reaches.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 6. Beach, Sex Dates, and a Demon in the Distance

	 

	It is 5:20 p.m. here in Miami Beach. The sun is still hanging hot above the buildings, even though the day is slowly beginning to lean toward evening.

	I’ve just come back from the beach with Prada Mark, sand on my feet, salt on my skin, that slightly sticky feeling of sunscreen and seawater.

	We walk through the hotel lobby, barefoot in flip-flops, and for a moment everything feels so easy. For me, this is vacation. For him, it feels more like a second living room.

	Up in the room, he drops his towel, shakes himself out once, and is already standing in front of the wardrobe again.

	“I have to get ready,” he says while going through his clothes. I know that tone of voice. It isn’t a maybe later, it is a clear plan.

	His next sex date is waiting.

	He has them here one after another, as if he had made himself a calendar for this trip with every free minute already filled with a name.

	He talks about it so casually that I almost have to laugh. For him, this isn’t a vacation from everyday life, more like an extension of the way he already lives, only with more sun and a prettier beach.

	 

	I watch him getting dressed. Fresh T-shirt, perfume, a brief look in the mirror. He checks himself the way someone does who knows exactly how he wants to come across. A message on his phone, a short smile, and then he is already heading for the door.

	“When I’m back, we’ll go get something to eat,” he says. “And then Crobar again?”

	I nod. The plan is set. First his date, then our evening. A piece of normality in a city that sometimes feels like a stage.

	When the door clicks shut, it becomes quiet.

	The hum of the air-conditioning, distant honking outside, music somewhere in another room.

	I go to the bed, let myself fall onto it, and only now feel how tired I am. The sun pulls more energy out of me than any shift back in hell ever does.

	I decide to lie down for a while so that I’ll be fit for tonight. Crobar is waiting, the lights, the bass, the demons, the looks.

	I know myself well enough to know that there I will slip back into the roles in which I forget what silence feels like.

	I pull the curtains half closed so that one strip of light stays in the room.

	Then I lie down, my head on a pillow far too soft, the blanket only half over me.

	The noise in my head always takes longer to quiet down than the noise outside. I stare at the ceiling, and that’s when it starts.

	 

	 

	I think about Martin a lot. His face appears in front of my inner eye almost automatically. Not in the neon light of a bar, not in the half-darkness of a club, but the way he looked at me the last time we saw each other.

	A little shy, a little curious, with that mixture of hope and restraint. I think about how his kiss felt. Not greedy, not demanding, more like a question slowly daring itself to be spoken.

	I wonder what he is doing right now. Whether he is working, whether he is out with friends, whether he is sitting at home zapping through television channels while his eyes keep drifting back to his phone.

	Whether he thinks of me when he walks through hell.

	Whether he can feel the place beside him that was filled only recently, even if only for a short while.

	I know how quickly my head can be pulled in other directions, how easily I let new faces distract me, but between Bernd on the beach, Prada Mark in the room, and the demons in Crobar, Martin keeps moving in between.

	Does he think of me that often too?

	That question stays there like a quiet note in the background. I have no answer to it, only the knowledge that I promised him a postcard and still haven’t written one.

	Maybe because I’m afraid that with every line I would have to admit that I miss him.

	Maybe because I like to keep my feelings in motion instead of seeing them in black and white.

	 

	I turn onto my side, pull my knees up a little, and listen to the hum of the air-conditioning.

	Outside, the sun is slowly setting over Miami Beach, somewhere Mark is getting dressed, somewhere another demon is getting ready for an evening that will begin with a kiss.

	And I am lying here, in a hotel bed far away from hell, noticing that in my thoughts I keep returning there again and again.

	The alarm I set will pull me out of this half-sleep later.

	Then I’ll take a shower, pick out an outfit, and step back into the role I know so well:

	demon among demons, center of the dance floor, the man who needs nothing and no one.

	Until then I lie still and allow my longing, just for a little while, to be louder than the music waiting for me again tonight.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 7. Sound and Smoke

	 

	The days here are passing faster than I can count them. The calendar in my head tells me I still have ten nights left in Miami Beach, but my feelings can’t keep up.

	Every morning feels the same and completely different at once, as if the city were throwing a new version of itself at me every day.

	Today I slept until two in the afternoon again. The air-conditioning hums above me, the curtains are only half closed, and a strip of sunlight falls across the bed, lying over my legs like a bright ribbon.

	The air in the room smells of sunscreen, wet towels, and a little bit of Mark, who disappeared hours ago.

	As always, he was out early. His phone had already been ringing while I was still lying there with one arm over my head, so crumpled in bed that I couldn’t have tolerated myself.

	“Date,” he had tossed over his shoulder from the doorway, with a grin on his face, and then the door was already shut.

	Now I’m lying on top of the blanket, fully dressed, headphones in my ears, the old MiniDisc in the player. The music brings a piece of hell into paradise. The same songs, the same voices, only the sounds outside are different.

	No screeching trams, no muffled bass from Lulu. Instead, the distant rush of the waves, the soft hiss of air conditioners, laughter somewhere below in a language I only half understand.

	 

	I press pause
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