



[image: Cover]





    CITATION

    I dream of you in every color,

    even those that don't exist at all.

  
    PROLOGUE

    Down The Rabbit Hole

    There comes a time when you find yourself sitting in a dark, shabby alley between skips, with no idea how you got there.

    I should be cold—it's winter. It's even snowing today, but I only find myself wondering why I'm out here at all.

    I'm not wearing any jacket. My black jeans are caked with filth from the ground I'm sitting on, probably even from the way I ended up here. The T-shirt I'm wearing has a tear on the left side. I must have snagged it on something. It's nothing to worry about. I just notice it. I prefer to stare at the wall in front of me. Red brick, like you find on every street corner in this city. I'd never given it a second thought, but I did notice it. Even though I haven't noticed much of anything lately.

    Good grief... My hand is shaking. Is the cold finally getting to me? Or am I realizing what I've become?

    I look down my arm, tracing the inside of my elbow. A corner of my mouth curls upward. Not because I see something beautiful, but because it's the result of many consecutive mistakes and because I'm amused by the irony. I amuse myself.

    The last track mark is barely half a day old. It was after lunch—did I even eat? Probably not. Doesn't matter. I had what I wanted: my needle, my fix, and, by all appearances, the urge to go outside.

    Now that I'm coming to the world feels jagged and confusing. The cold is sobering me up. and I can see it clearly. Exactly how pathetic I've become.

    I can only hear the muffled sounds of the city, where I am perhaps spending my last hours in some godforsaken alleyway. You’re always reading about junkies being found in deserted streets—in rubbish bins. I wouldn't be far off. That thought makes me snort.

    I have no will to get up, drag myself back to my flat, and warm up. I don't feel the cold enough for that yet. Actually, I don't feel anything at all. Neither cold nor warmth, neither joy nor sorrow. I feel nothing. In a way, that's not so bad; besides, it's the very reason for my current situation. Feeling nothing. Switching off. At least wanting to turn down the volume on life when it gets to be too much.

    At some point, alcohol stops working. At some point, the joint from your trusted dealer no longer calms you down—it just makes you twitchy. Nervous. Paranoid. You crave something else. Something more.

    The business world offers so many opportunities. I simply got everything I wanted. The memory makes me laugh.

    I run my right hand over the thin skin around the track marks. I never wanted to end up like this. Yet it was inevitable; everyone was at it. They talked about how liberating it is, how incredible it is. It was. For far too short a time. And at what price? I didn't care about the money, or my body—not even my firm. Everything was fine. With my new contacts, I was able to break new ground.

    A cold shiver runs down my spine. Those same contacts dragged me into situations I never wanted to be in.

    My head tilts forward, my long black hair falling loosely into my field of vision. Mm... how often have I been grabbed and pulled by it? I enjoyed it, up to a certain point. Until I felt nothing anymore. Until I became more and more an empty shell.

    Warm tears run down my cheeks. Warm? I can actually feel the warmth of my tears. I have to laugh again. How ridiculous I am. Taking comfort in my own warm tears.

    I'm only just noticing the cold sinking in, but before I can pull myself together to head back to my flat, someone is suddenly standing in front of me. At least I recognize their shoes—and the feeling that always washes over me in their presence.

    I am roughly grabbed by the arm, hauled up, and met with a reproachful stare. My vision is blurred, but I recognize the piercing eyes to which I owe all of this. No… That's not fair. They were my own decisions. I am subjected to a lecture that, if I were completely lucid, would have deeply offended me. But now I don't care about the words, or anything. I wonder if I was being looked for, or if I'd just been found. But it doesn't matter. Nothing matters.

    I am pulled out of the alley. The light from the street lamp blinds me; I turn away, straight into a steadying arm, and I actually feel warmth.

    
      Take me home
      , I plead deep inside.
    

    I am led away. I don't know where. I don't care where—as long as I can stay in those arms.

  
    CHAPTER 1

    Oliver

    "Why do I like doing this? I love children. They're so wonderfully honest. Wonderfully honest. Good, right? But I mean it. They laugh from the bottom of their hearts when they're happy, they cry bitterly when they're sad, and they look properly stupid when they don't understand something. They don't suppress anything, you know? Not like us adults. We don't allow ourselves to be open or show our feelings because we feel weak or vulnerable. Oh, I don't know. Shall we have another tequila?

    Very nice.

    I'd like to have children, at least two, but preferably four or five. I want to be able to fill the whole house with children's laughter. So yes, I'd like to have a house someday, a really big one, with plenty of room for a large family. Somewhere in the country, with a garden for the dog and the cats. Silly, isn't it? To have such a clear picture in your mind. It never turns out the way you imagine it anyway. Still, it would be nice. Maybe a house near the sea? Do you like the sea? I love the seaside—the sound of the waves and the peace and quiet and relaxation. Hmm, you don't get relaxation with children, I know that from my job. But you get so much in return. Children give so much.

    Oh, if only the right one would come along..."

    ***

    Oliver Duncan was never one to mope around. He was always confident. Whether it was asking the prettiest girl in school to prom, persuading his father to sign over the store to him, or, most recently, inviting a pretty nursery teacher into a taxi.

    "I don't usually do things like this," she giggled, covering her mouth with her hand. The influence of tequila was evident in her eyes. She was having trouble walking, but Oliver had his arm around her for support.

    
      "Don't worry, I'll do other things with you that you don't usually do," he promised as he hailed the cab and gave the driver the address. They were all the same. 
      None
       of them 
      usually 
      did 
      things like this
      , yet they all fell for him. Men and women alike.
    

    After paying the fare, Kate—as she had introduced herself—clung to Oliver's arm. He was used to it; he liked it. It made it easy to escort her to his central London flat. In the lift, he used his last trick, brushing her long brunette hair behind her ear and complimenting her soft brown eyes. Kate told him, not for the first time, that she wanted to lose herself in the depths of his green eyes. Oliver suppressed the urge to laugh. The line was trite and didn't flatter him in the slightest, but he still led her inside after a quick kiss.

    They kicked off their shoes and Kate felt her way along the narrow hallway. Her hand found the right doorknob instantly. Oliver smiled. Most people had the right instinct, but Oliver had other plans. He led Kate into the open kitchen to give her a glass of water.

    "We don't want you to have a headache tomorrow," he said, actually wishing he could get her out of the flat before dawn.

    "How thoughtful," she said, taking the glass with a soft sigh. He poured himself a glass of water too; there was only one reason he wanted Kate here today.

    
      Oliver spent every spare minute at his desk, whether at home or at the headquarters of his company, 
      Oliver's
      . He couldn't remember the last time he'd gone out for coffee with a friend or had a casual conversation. But he knew which bars to frequent to get exactly what he wanted. Sex. No complicated conversations to distract him from his work. Just a means to an end, a way to let off steam.
    

    After his rendezvous with Kate, he barricaded himself in his study for days, fine-tuning the preparations for his expansion into the United States. The contract for the joint project with a renowned American game manufacturer had to be perfect, his presentation flawless, his conviction unshakable.

    Years had passed since university. He had walked away from childhood friendships to concentrate exclusively on developing new games, new strategies, and, above all, maximizing his own efficiency.

    When he had taken over his father's game store in his twenties, it only sold tabletop games. With Oliver's new business policy, electronics flooded the shelves before the focus shifted to Virtual Reality.

    
      The company grew until the original store 
      Oliver's Games, 
      was just a small branch. He'd realized quickly that it was more profitable to let others handle the retail while he specialized in development, churning out one groundbreaking idea after another. The big chains stocked his products; distribution to the 
      little guy
       was no longer his concern. Nevertheless, the store remained his pride and joy. It was the first thing he'd truly fought for—his first deal, the one that had kick-started his career.
    

    A shrill ringtone abruptly broke his concentration. Oliver hastily grabbed his smartphone and answered with an annoyed, "Yes?"

    He massaged his forehead as he heard the familiar voice.

    
      "Leticia Lloyd. To what do I owe the honor?" he asked with playful sarcasm. She was a former schoolmate and, as the owner of 
      LLL
      —a conglomerate in the gaming industry—his biggest competitor. At least in the British market. She got straight to the point, a habit Oliver usually appreciated. He didn't, however, appreciate the content.
    

    "I have to advise you against your plan. It's not wise," her voice boomed through the phone.

    "Oh, have you now?" Oliver laughed. He knew that this woman—tall, brunette hair, piercing blue eyes—had informants everywhere. It annoyed him, but it didn't surprise him.

    
      She already had a counteroffer ready: "Let's work together. 
      LLL 
      will take over
       Oliver's
      , and over the next five years, we'll build an empire that'll knock even the Americans off the top spot."
    

    That was it. This woman had never insulted him more.

    "Keep dreaming," he growled and hung up. He slammed the phone onto the desk, shaking his head vigorously. It occurred to him that Leticia probably wanted to close the deal herself and he had beaten her to it. That was the only reason for the call and this ridiculous offer.

    
      "Taken over by 
      LLL
      ? Don't make me laugh," he muttered. Was he becoming too dangerous for her? That was just more incentive to make sure the upcoming meeting went off without a hitch.
    

    A glance at the clock told him that he was well past his usual bedtime. He decided to take a break and shower.

    Looking in the mirror afterwards, he noticed the dark circles under his eyes. His body craved sleep, even if his mind was still racing.

    "You don't have time for that," he told his reflection, angry that a basic need was weighing so heavily on him. Eating, showering, and the occasional insignificant acquaintance to relieve the pressure—that was enough. But sleep was a nuisance. It took too long to be of any real use.

    Oliver had always been expected to function. His father had drilled him to get excellent grades, even hiring a tutor. With André, he hadn't just mastered the French language, but he had also regularly kept him from sleeping. It certainly wasn't what his father had meant when he pulled Oliver out of bed by his hair one morning and said, "You can sleep when you retire."

    Nevertheless, that sentence had stuck.

    Sleeping was absolutely useless compared to other basic needs. Eating was done on the side. Sex was fun, even if Oliver was no longer as selective as he used to be when choosing his partners. Back then, he had sought out the occasional intellectual conversation, hoping to find someone on his level, but he'd long since given up. Especially since they all became so unbearably talkative afterwards, and he couldn't deal with that. At least he could sort out his thoughts while showering; it was not uncommon for him to feel a new zest for action afterwards.

    
      As if on autopilot, he opened the bathroom cabinet and reached for a small jar. 
      Ritalin, read 
      white label. He hesitated, turning the container in his hand, then quickly put it back. He didn't want to go that far. Still, he was closer than he ever wanted to be. He'd bought them. He hadn't taken one. Yet.
    

    
      Gateway drug, 
      the thought
       
      crossed his mind. But then he thought of Leticia. She seemed to hate sleep as much as he did—why call in the middle of the night? Besides, no matter what time he drove past the 
      LLL
       Business Tower, the lights were always on in her office.
    

    Faster than before, he reached back into the cabinet, grabbed the jar, and fumbled out a pill. He looked at it for a second, then placed it on his tongue.

    
      "One won't hurt," he whispered, washing it down with some water. That wasn't 
      the beginning
      . He wouldn't end up like those stupid junkies.
    

    He left the bathroom and sat back down at his desk. A wave of motivation and creativity washed over him.

    After perfecting his draft contract, he started on a new concept. Dice, cards, figures. The ideas appeared before his mind's eye. He could hardly type fast enough, draw sketches, or finish his thoughts before the next one came along and demanded his attention.

    
      Devil's brew
      ,
       
      he thought, succumbing to the intoxication.
    

    He spent the next few nights the same way. Taking the pills became natural; sometimes he even sneaked in a second one. On the day of his appointment, he easily slipped the jar into his briefcase.

    A taxi was ready to take him to the airport. In Business Class, he planned to get some sleep for the first time in five days before a final run-through of his presentation.

    "Flight London – New York, your captain welcomes you."

    That was the cue. Alarm set. Earplugs in. Eye mask on.

  
    CHAPTER 2

    Isaac

    "On long-haul flights like this, sometimes you've no choice. You're responsible for the safety of so many people and you always have to stay focused, even though nothing usually happens. We're just babysitters with a license to serve alcohol—funny, isn't it? Well, we're also very good-looking, aren't we?

    Very nice. But I rarely do that during the flight. Normally, it's best if I tire myself out with a bit of weed afterwards and get a good night's sleep. But it can't always be that way. Sometimes I want to go out and party before I fly back the next day. So, you see the dilemma. Okay, it's not a dilemma—I decide for myself—but what's a girl to do? I'm young, I have the money and the energy, you see.

    Pardon? Here and now? Well, why not? It wouldn't be my first time, but don't tell the others. People don't take kindly to that. Just follow me into the crew rest up front in ten minutes. See you in a bit, sweetie."

    ***

    
      Oliver was greeted in New York by bright sunshine and warm early-autumn temperatures. A black limo from a luxury brand pulled up at the airport to pick him up. 
      Nice touch
      ,
       
      he thought, letting the driver take his suitcase. He kept his briefcase with him. The door was opened for him with a slight bow; he climbed in with a brief nod and a polite "Thank you."
    

    
      Pleased to avoid any unprofessional small talk, he leaned back and stared out through the tinted windows. They quickly left the airport grounds and hit the highway. The city was a far cry from the one Oliver knew. Everything was taller, wider, bigger—simply 
      more
      .
    

    As they drove past a large dark skyscraper, he caught his reflection in the glass. His long black hair was tied up in a high ponytail, the way he always wore it in public. A few loose strands framed his face, and his eyes were subtly accentuated with black makeup.

    Oliver blinked, passing one massive building complex after another. Droves of people crowded the crosswalks and swarmed into shops, cafés, and restaurants. His appointment was at 2:00 p.m. Due to the flight, he hadn't eaten decently yet, so he decided he'd grab a snack the moment he was free.

    The car's clock assured him he'd be on time. He was able to avoid rush hour—one of the reasons for the mid-afternoon slot, even though New York traffic was a constant beast.

    
      He gladly accepted the offer to have his suitcase checked into his hotel for him. After a pleasant ride, he was dropped off at the headquarters of
       Isaac's Intelligence
      . A towering skyscraper stretched above him; he wasn't surprised to find the street in shadow at this hour. Not even the midday sun could reach the asphalt here. He walked briskly through the revolving door and checked in at the reception desk.
    

    "Good afternoon, Mr. Duncan. Please follow me. I'll let them know you've arrived," the receptionist said, escorting him to the elevator. She selected the top floor and gave Oliver a friendly smile as she stepped back.

    "Thank you," Oliver said charmingly.

    At the top, he was greeted by a man in his mid-twenties, slightly shorter than himself. He introduced himself as Connor, the CEO's assistant. Oliver immediately sensed about as much resistance in him as a trained dog—maybe even less. But Connor was undeniably adorable, with his wavy blond hair falling smoothly to his cheekbones and large gray-blue eyes that almost made Oliver falter.

    "Please follow me to the conference room," Connor said, leading him into a room with an enormous glass front and an indescribable view. He was offered coffee and water, and he placed his briefcase on his assigned chair. His attention, however, remained fixed on the skyline.

    
      "Breathtaking, 
      n'est-ce pas
      ?"
    

    Someone was suddenly standing next to him, gazing out the panoramic window just as he was.

    "Isaac Garcia. But please, Isaac is perfectly sufficient," the middle-aged man said. A tasteful dark red suit adorned his slim frame, and his silvery hair hung gracefully over his shoulders, every strand seemingly professionally groomed.

    "Oliver. It's a pleasure," Oliver replied, shaking the CEO's hand.

    Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed two other men enter. Having done his homework, Oliver knew the board consisted of three members. Matthew Havering was plump, with a boyish look, curly brown hair, and an ill-fitting bright blue suit. He was about the same age as Isaac. Fat smoothed out the wrinkles that Isaac wore with dignity. Gregory Coleman, on the other hand, looked twice the age, was thin, tall, with thinning gray hair and wore a perfectly pressed black suit.

    "Thank you for the warm welcome," Oliver said, moving back to his briefcase. He quickly pulled out his laptop and a small pocket projector.

    "Virtual Reality, gentlemen, is well on its way to conquering the gaming market. However, we are not here to discuss classic video games. My expertise lies in the tabletop realm. Boards, pieces, dice, cards," he began, his presentation flowing onto the wall.

    
      He had their full attention while he spoke of a game that would transform a dining table into a three-dimensional world. His sketches depicted a game board similar to those used in 
      pen-and-paper role-playing games
      . With a few clicks through the presentation, he showed that animated game characters could be created by placing game tokens.
    

    
      “My vision is for this VR tabletop adventure to be completely free of cumbersome glasses. So, what is the magic word? Holograms. This is where you come in. 
      Isaac's Intelligence
       has hologram technology that is second to none. All we need now is a user-friendly way to uncouple the animation from the smartphone. It has to be intuitive. A concept for the most common commands, translated into finger gestures, has already been established. In addition, the game structure will be app-controlled, and commands can be individually added to the game. The game master will have free rein over the gaming experience for his group."
    

    Oliver's presentation was followed by animated illustrations. His initial concept for the controls was a special type of traditional controller, but he had pivoted away from that, targeting an audience that wasn't made up of console gamers. While nanotechnology in the fingertips had crossed his mind, he dismissed it as too excessive, costly, and ethically questionable. To him, the obvious solution was to develop a glove that would allow interaction on the playing field.

    "Remarkable," Isaac exclaimed, clapping his hands.

    Oliver was satisfied. The few hours of sleep on the plane had been enough. The lack of food didn't matter. The presentation was short, vivid, and had clearly won Isaac over. Then, the negotiations began.

    
      "Isaac, Matt—I can call you Matt, right? And Greg? You know, you won't be working with just anyone. You'll be working with me, Oliver Duncan, and I'm truly above nothing," Oliver stated. It wasn't the most objective argument, but he saw their lips curl in thought. One eyebrow on Oliver's face flicked up briefly, but immediately dropped again. He didn't let his own surprise show. Weakness was not an option. He immediately regained his confident gaze before explaining his plans for the future. Next, he spoke of taking the American market by storm, that anything was possible at the top, and what the CEO and board of 
      Isaac's Intelligence 
      could expect to gain from it: money. A lot of money. Contracts with every video game distributor in the world and brand management.
    

    Then, he gave them a moment to consult alone.

    In the hallway, Oliver gathered himself. He was sure of the deal, but he still felt nervous on days like this, even though he never let it show. He was even anxious on days like this, because nothing was further from his mind than rejection.

    He passed the time enjoying the view of the city, which, as Isaac had rightly said, was breathtaking. One skyscraper towered next to another. Glass windows as far as the eye could see. Oliver peered between the buildings, spotting more skyscrapers in the distance. He recognized the Empire State Building, but he would have needed a guided tour to identify the other landmarks.

    
      In his mind, he replayed the time he had spent in the 
      Isaac's Intelligence 
      Tower. An hour and a half had already passed since he had smiled at the lady at the reception desk, and yet it seemed to him as if he had waited at least as long again before the door opened and he was invited back in. To Oliver, Isaac's smug grin was a triumph; it confirmed that he had made the collaboration so appealing, Isaac was convinced he had him in the palm of his hand—that was what the CEO's expression betrayed. Matthew and Gregory were also brimming with superiority, and even Connor had a mischievous glint on his sweet face. But Oliver was still one step ahead; after all, it was the contract he had drafted and reviewed himself from start to finish. There were no loopholes.
    

    "We just have one small change we'd like to discuss," Isaac began. Oliver didn't even sit down. "Oh, if that's the case, I'll be on my way," he said, reaching for his papers.

    "No, no, no!" Isaac waved a finger dismissively. "I understand you don't give up your position easily."

    Oliver sighed. "Isaac… not easily? Not at all," Oliver assured him, tucking his papers away and turning to leave. The murmurs started instantly. Oliver's grin widened as he walked to the elevator. He heard Connor's footsteps behind him.

    "Mr. Duncan, please come back inside"

    "Why should I? My offer stands."

    "The gentlemen know and appreciate that," Connor assured him, and Oliver followed him back to the meeting room.

    "That was quite a show, Oliver. My heart was in my throat," Isaac said, theatrically fanning himself with his hand. "We really thought you were just going to leave," Matthew added, and Gregory snorted. Oliver could see that Gregory was unhappy, but the other two seemed to have outvoted him—especially since Isaac had the final say. Oliver knew right away who the followers were and who he had to watch out for. He had been able to convince Isaac easily; they seemed to be on the same level. Matthew was the yes-man or something of the sort, and Gregory was the skeptic. That was fine. He could work with that.

    But first, Oliver secured the coveted signatures at the bottom of the contract, which he had now easily pushed across the table. At the same moment, Connor had already picked up the phone to order champagne and snacks, which Oliver actually intended to refuse.

    
      "
      No refusal will be accepted
      ," Matthew snapped, cutting off Oliver's attempt to leave immediately. Oliver's green eyes darted from one man to the other. Matthew pulled out a cigar; Oliver accepted it, and Connor offered him a light.
    

    "To a good partnership," Oliver said, raising the glass. "To an excellent partnership," Isaac corrected, and Oliver nodded. "The best," Matthew chuckled, and Gregory raised his glass, gesturinga toast. Isaac stepped right up to Oliver and draped an arm around his shoulder.

    "We're going to have a lot of fun together," he said with a grin—one that Oliver was only used to seeing on one other person's face. He immediately remembered the phone call from a few days ago, but he waved the disturbing thought away. It was pure coincidence. After all, he had just gotten everything he wanted. It was an excellent prospect for the future. Leticia Lloyd wasn't going to ruin it for him.

    After the glass of champagne and the cigar, Oliver picked up his briefcase to put the signed contract in the designated compartment. Matthew moved behind him. "Take good care of it," he said, patting Oliver on the back with a little too much force. The impact caused Oliver to stumble half a step forward, knocking over his bag. Of all things, his pill jar rolled across the table, heading straight toward Gregory. Oliver leaned over the table frantically, trying to grab it before it attracted too much attention, but it was too late. The board member looked at what had rolled toward him and smiled amusedly.

    "Cute," he said, holding the jar so that the other two could see it clearly. Oliver quickly assured them that it was nothing.

    "Funny," Isaac chuckled, taking the jar. He turned it playfully between his fingers before giving it back. Oliver repeatedly tried to explain. But for Isaac, there was nothing to explain—not even for Matthew, who gave Connor a very deliberate look.

    "Don't feel uncomfortable, Oliver. I knew we'd have fun," Isaac said, leaving the meeting room with a sweeping wave. Matthew followed him. "See you soon." Only Gregory took a little more time.

    
      "You should be careful about which secrets you share with whom," he said, looking at the small jar in Oliver's hand. The look was difficult to interpret. There was contempt in—
      no wonder
      , Oliver thought—but also amusement. He realized once again that he really had to be careful with him.
    

    And then Oliver was alone in the room with the assistant. Connor reached directly into his jacket pocket and handed Oliver something.

    “Mr. Havering thinks you’ll like this much better,” Connor said with a wink. Oliver found himself holding a small bag of white powder. Clearly cocaine.

    "No, that—" Connor immediately cut off his objection with a reproachful hand gesture, so Oliver paused. After all, he didn't want to offend his new partners, even if he wanted nothing to do with this kind of drug—hadn't he said the same thing about Ritalin? Even to the flight attendant a few hours ago? But that was something completely different.

    "It's perfectly normal. Everyone does it," Connor encouraged him, but Oliver didn't want to be encouraged. Nevertheless, his fingers were already playing with the bag. Curiosity made his stomach tingle. Tempting. Too tempting.

    "Please convey my thanks to Matt," he said, slipping the generous gift into his jacket pocket. He grabbed his briefcase and allowed Connor to escort him back to the elevator with the utmost courtesy.

    "I look forward to seeing you here more often," the assistant said, waiting until the doors closed and Oliver was out of sight. Oliver knew that Connor wasn't really happy—it was just the American way. Just like the custom with names: business partners used first names, while subordinates showed their respect by using last names.

    When he reached the lobby, Oliver said goodbye to the receptionist, who wished him a nice day and told him they had enjoyed his visit. Oliver shook his head and smiled, then finally set off to get something to eat at a takeout. Once again, it was just a matter of being reasonable and satisfying a basic need. He didn't feel like sitting down in a restaurant, and besides, after all the excitement, he wasn't really hungry anymore.

    As he enjoyed his finger food, Oliver thought carefully about the past few hours. The consequences of this latest incident could still break his neck in the future. In any case, he had to make it clear to his new business partners that nothing could limit his professionalism and that they could rely on him completely. He sighed to himself. It had been a stupid, unnecessary action. But somehow, he was now curious—he saw it as a salutary twist of fate. He sighed again. Reason clearly said "No." Curiosity got the better of him.

    Pulling himself out of his thoughts and finishing his snack, he called a taxi to take him directly to his hotel. Five stars—anything less was out of the question. Besides, he wasn't in New York every weekend, although that might change in the future. If his plan worked and sales in the United States were a success, he would at least have to find an apartment in New York. A hotel would no longer be cost-effective then.

  
    CHAPTER 3

    Gabriel

    "I'm not actually on the road that often; I have enough to do at home. Studying for university and stuff like that. But I get to travel the world. There's so much to see in Italy—so many exciting cities—just like Greece. The Mediterranean charm is something special. But then there are the real metropolises like Tokyo—wow, Japan is really mega-cool—and Bangkok, and Cairo with its pharaonic flair.

    But somehow, I liked Paris best. It's beautiful, even if it's totally kitschy. I'm not into the typical sightseeing stuff, but I've always had a soft spot for the Eiffel Tower. It's just a dead steel tower, totally ugly… I don't know. Someday I want to go back, with someone I truly love, someone who means a lot to me and... oh, what am I talking about? I'm totally digressing. You just wanted to know if I'm here often. So, no—this is my first time. I can probably count on one hand how many times I've been to the city, apart from university. But I think it's nice, and I like the bar, and I like that you talked to me. I would never have dared... "

    ***

    
      His room at 
      the Plaza Hotel 
      was nothing special. Of course, the furnishings were stylish and chic—a light design accented with dark wood furniture. There was a desk with a chair and a nightstand that was larger than necessary. The bed, which Oliver planned on using with someone else later, met his expectations of the 
      Plaza
      .
    

    In the corner sat a high-backed chair with a small footstool. It was tempting to sink into the soft bed or linger for a moment in the cozy chair, but he was only there to freshen up. No expense had been spared on style in the bathroom, either. The sink was set into a marble countertop lined with the usual hotel amenities, including perfume, and a vase of fresh flowers. The entire bathroom was clad in tiny mosaic tiles. Slightly overdone lampshades provided a bright, unforgiving light—so bright that Oliver looked with regret into the mirror. He realized the day had already taken its toll on him. He sighed, showing weakness for the first time in a long time. His eyelids grew heavy; his hands rested on the sink, and his head drooped. Just for a second. Then, he pulled himself together. He put on his best smile and stepped under the generous rainfall shower.

    
      After an hour of styling, Oliver stood before the magnificent hotel entrance wearing jeans and a figure-hugging black top, paired with a dark red casual jacket. His hair hung in soft waves over his shoulders, framing a face accentuated with black makeup. Around his neck, he wore a silver chain with a deltoid-shaped 
      Holzkern
       wood-inlay pendant. He lit a cigarette and took a long drag, looking around. 
      Nothing special, really
      . It was like anywhere else in the world—only bigger. Wider, taller, busier and far more colorful.
    

    
      A taxi took him to a popular bar, 
      The
       
      Rabbit Hole 
      in the LGBTQ+ district; tonight, he felt a strong attraction to his own gender.
    

    The moment he entered, he drew eyes. This was exactly to his liking; he hadn't dressed up for nothing. Oliver wanted to be seen. But as soon as people had had their fill of staring, that coveted attention vanished. He didn’t exactly stand out from the crowd, and he wasn't literally screaming for notice. He didn't want to broadcast his occasional addiction to the spotlight, even though it drove him crazy when he wasn't sufficiently fawned over.

    He took a seat at the bar to talk to the bartender—a habit from London. These people knew their clientele best.

    
      But there was no conversation to be had. After ordering a 
      Whiskey Sour
      , he became just another face in the crowd, watching the newest arrivals. Suddenly, Oliver's breath caught. He immediately felt something inside him snap. He wondered what the odds were of meeting someone he knew in New York, let alone in a bar like this.
    

    With an amused smile, Oliver watched his former schoolmate, Gabriel Williams, look around. He had to admit that he liked what he saw. Gabriel was tall, though slightly shorter than Oliver. He wore his messy, shoulder-length hair in a chemically treated platinum blonde shade; his loyal brown eyes darted wildly across the bar over the rim of his glasses. His style was that of an alternative rocker: casual black jeans, a band T-shirt, and a matching plaid shirt. Gabriel was clearly struggling. Had he spotted Oliver? Had he recognized him? Probably not. At least, he hadn't reacted. Oliver suspected that it was Gabriel's first visit to such an establishment, because he seemed uncertain and turned to leave.

    Before he could reach the door, Oliver stopped him. "Hey," he said, making Gabriel spin around. Surprise filled those fawn-brown eyes, so Oliver gave him his most charming smile and asked him to sit with him at the bar. He offered to buy him a drink if Gabriel told him what he was doing in New York—and in this particular bar. Gabriel followed with a cautious smile; Oliver signaled the bartender.

    "So, what brings you to New York?" Oliver asked calmly, sipping his drink.

    "Studying," Gabriel replied shortly. "I'm doing a year abroad. Started in October, but I haven't quite settled in yet. The city is just… overwhelming." Oliver nodded in agreement.

    
      "I miss London. I miss my friends. Well, just the fact of 
      having
       friends. Everyone at university is nice, but they seem so superficial," Gabriel sighed, taking a sip of his 
      Guinness
      .
    

    Oliver laughed. "I think that's a very common American trait," he surmised, giving a brief account of his meeting with his new business partners.

    "They act like they've known you forever just to keep their options open." He shrugged and explained his own reasons for being in the city.

    "That sounds like a huge step. I hope it works out for you," Gabriel said kindly, looking Oliver over more closely. Oliver had always been very handsome. He knew how to win people over; his seductive smile was usually enough to make hearts race, and Gabriel was no exception.

    "Didn't peg you for the type to hang out in spots like this," Oliver remarked. Gabriel's pale face flushed deep red. He looked away, embarrassed, but Oliver immediately caught his gaze, placing his fingers on Gabriel's chin and gently tilting his head back up.

    "But I know why you're here and what you're hoping for. I'd like to show you my hotel room," he said, making the offer without beating around the bush. Gabriel blinked in disbelief, but Oliver turned on the charm, tracing Gabriel's jawline. "I'll be careful," he promised, stroking the soft hair. His lips curled into a wicked grin. He caught a strand of hair and gave it a sharp, brief tug. "Unless you want it differently."

    That was enough. Gabriel lowered Oliver's hand with his own, downed the last of his beer, and the two left the bar. Later, they couldn't even remember the journey to the room. The kisses and the anticipation made the world disappear.

    ***

    Far too early the next morning, Oliver found himself unable to sleep. To his surprise, Gabriel was still cuddled close to him—something he hadn't allowed in a very long time. He looked at the delicate features with a mild smile. The night had been a success. Nevertheless, he couldn't quite settle into the intimacy. He withdrew and headed for the bathroom.

    After a quick shower, he returned refreshed and was ready for the day. He noticed that Gabriel was still sleeping peacefully. On a Saturday, that was quite normal at 5:30 a.m. Oliver had trained himself into an absolutely unhealthy sleep pattern over the course of months and years, a fact he was now inevitably aware of. The regular consumption of Ritalin didn't make it any better. Resigned, he sat at the desk, opened his laptop, and scanned his emails. There was a message from his new partners, thanking him for the deal. He also remembered the bag of white powder Connor had slipped him. He decided to turn to that once he'd finished his work.
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