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	Lucifer and Monroe
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	October Memory

	 


To

	 

	 

	 Meri,

	The one in the family that can cure anything 

	 

	 

	And to 3 singers in my life,

	Emma. I, Emma. B, and Erma. M,

	May my friendships with you 3 be as strong

	As your vocal abilities.
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	The sound of rain hitting the windows is the only witness.

	She sits in the armchair, her body frail, her eyes wide, darting between the two women standing before her. They smile—softly, sweetly—as if offering comfort. One of them crouches down beside her, stroking a strand of hair away from her face, while the other prepares the tools laid out on the gleaming silver tray.

	"You wanted this," one of them whispers, voice tender, almost soothing, as the rain grows heavier, drowning the outside world in its steady beat. "It’s time."

	Her lips tremble, parted as if to speak, but no words come. Her body freezes, as though sensing what’s about to happen but unable to resist. The blade glints under the dim light, catching her eye, sharp and cold, but the warmth of the hand on her cheek lingers. It doesn’t make sense—how something so gentle could accompany what’s coming next.

	They exchange a glance, a silent agreement between them. The woman in the chair tries to pull away, instinct creeping in, but the one beside her holds her still, fingers digging into her shoulder with the force of reassurance and something darker.

	“Don’t fight it,” the other murmurs, positioning the blade, her voice smooth like silk. “This is mercy.”

	And then it happens, quickly and without hesitation—the first cut, deep and deliberate. Her gasp is muffled by the sudden press of a hand over her mouth. There’s no room for screams here, no space for defiance. Blood spills, thick and warm, onto her lap, staining the once pristine fabric. Her eyes widen, unblinking, as pain sears through her chest, a final fire before the inevitable cold sets in.

	The rain drowns everything now—the noise, the struggle, the world beyond this room. And as the life drains from her, their hands still linger, gently wiping away the blood as though this were nothing more than a ritual, a kindness performed in the quiet of a storm.

	When it’s over, one of them steps back, surveying the work with a clinical calm. The other leans in, brushing her lips against the dead woman’s ear, whispering words meant only for her. Words no one else will ever hear.

	The room falls silent. Just the rain, and the body, and the two women who remain standing, watching as the storm swallows everything whole.
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	April 30, 2024

	 

	 

	I've begun to fear my own reflection.

	It stares back at me from the vast mirror, every line and curve dissected by a scrutiny I cannot escape. The face that the world worships—a symbol of perfection, an icon of beauty—feels like a mask I can't remove. I'm nearly thirty-four, yet the world demands I remain ageless, suspended in a perfection that's both exhausting and impossible.

	I lean closer, searching for flaws, each one a betrayal. My eyes sweep over the familiar features, the sculpted cheekbones, the delicate arch of my brows, the full lips painted with the exact shade that promises youth. It’s all there, the beauty they crave, the image they need me to maintain.

	But there’s something else today, something new.

	My fingers hover above my shoulder, hesitating before they land on that small, dark mole that wasn't there a few months ago. The skin beneath feels different, foreign. I trace the outline of it, a tiny imperfection that seems to scream its presence. A sign of aging, perhaps, but there's a darker thought that gnaws at the back of my mind—could it be something more? 

	Skin cancer, the words whisper themselves in my thoughts, a silent terror I can't quite shake. I should call the dermatologist, schedule an appointment, get it checked, but I don’t move. I can’t. Instead, I stare at it, willing it to disappear, to dissolve under the force of my will. But it remains, stubborn and real, a reminder that even I, Emma Blake, the untouchable, the adored, am not immune to time’s cruel march.

	Beauty has been my currency, the power that’s carried me from obscurity to the pinnacle of fame. It’s what they love about me, what they expect every time they see my face on their screens, in their magazines. I am the embodiment of their fantasies, the living Instagram filter that makes the world more bearable, more beautiful.

	 But it comes at a price—a relentless pursuit of perfection that leaves no room for flaws, no space for the inevitable decay that comes with age.

	I pull myself away from the mirror, the image of that mole haunting the edges of my mind. The water embraces me as I drift in the pool, my skin warmed by the sun's heat. The inflatable float keeps me buoyant, a delicate balance between indulgence and duty. This is where I come to perfect the shade of my skin, the bronzed hue they expect from me. A shade that photographs well, that glows under the stage lights, that assures them I am who they think I am.

	I close my eyes, feeling the sun's kiss, as if it’s painting me with the exact tone I need to be. I think about my fans—the millions who adore me, who fuel my success with their devotion. They’re the ones who’ve allowed me to buy this house, the sprawling mansion with its endless rooms and private corners. Their adoration paid off my parents' house, setting up my nieces and nephews for life. Everything I have is because of them, because of this beauty that I’ve made into a brand. They don’t know the cost, the endless maintenance, the pressure to remain flawless, but they’re not supposed to. They only see what I allow them to see.

	As I float, I hear footsteps approaching. I glance up to see Trevor, my security guard, standing at the edge of the pool. His presence is a constant, a reminder of the world outside these walls. “Trevor,” I call out, shielding my eyes from the sun. “Is everything okay?”

	“Just checking in,” he replies, his tone professional. “Chantel wanted me to let you know lunch is ready. And Barry texted—he's excited to see you in two days.”

	I smile, a genuine one this time. Barry always has that effect on me. “Thanks, Trevor. Could you let Chantel know I’ll be up in a few?”

	“Of course,” he nods before walking away, his posture as straight as ever. I watch him go, feeling a sense of security I rarely acknowledge.

	I push myself off the float and into the water. The liquid wraps around me, warm and smooth, as I glide through the pool, my arms cutting through the surface with a steady rhythm. Each stroke is a welcome distraction, a way to drown the thoughts that have been clawing at the edges of my mind. 

	But the pool, like everything else in my life, can’t keep the world at bay forever.

	“Emma!” Trixie’s voice echoes from somewhere beyond the water. It’s sharp, cutting through the liquid cocoon I’ve created. I slow my pace, letting my feet touch the bottom of the pool. She’s standing by the edge, phone in hand, dressed in her usual pink. Her expression a mix of urgency and that practiced calm she thinks I don’t see through.

	“It’s time,” she says, the words more a statement than a suggestion. She’s right, of course. I’ve been avoiding it, the way I’ve been avoiding so many things lately. But the show won’t wait, and neither will the image I’ve worked so hard to build.

	I pull myself out of the water, droplets trailing down my skin like tiny reminders of the time I no longer have. Trixie hands me a towel, her gaze unwavering as I wrap it around myself. There’s a tightness in her posture, a sign she’s bracing for whatever mood I might be in today.

	“Do I have to?” I ask, though we both know the answer.

	Trixie tilts her head slightly, a flicker of amusement crossing her face. “Only if you want to stay relevant.”

	I allow a small smile, one that doesn’t quite reach my eyes. “Relevance is overrated.”

	She chuckles, a sound that almost makes me forget why I’m stalling. “Tell that to the sponsors. They’ve been circling like vultures, and CBS is no exception.”

	I sigh, a sound that echoes too loudly in the space between us. “Fine. But you’re driving.”

	She raises an eyebrow. “Wasn’t planning on letting you behind the wheel anyway. Not after last time.”

	I nod, conceding the point. The last time had ended with a cracked windshield and a very angry valet. I don’t need another reminder of how thin the ice is beneath me.

	As we walk back to the house, Chantel greets us with a warm smile. “Lunch is ready, Miss Blake. I made your favorite—grilled salmon with that Albanian spice rub you love.”

	I return her smile, appreciating her effort to bring a taste of home to me. “Thank you, Chantel. I’ll eat after I shower.”

	Chloe, the gardener, is just outside the patio doors, tending to the roses. She waves, and I wave back, grateful for the beauty she cultivates in my life.

	Inside, the smell of something delicious fills the air. Melinda, my private chef, peeks out from the kitchen. “Lunch is almost ready, Emma. Just the way you like it.”

	“Perfect, Melinda. Thank you,” I say, knowing she takes pride in her work, just as I do in mine. It’s no coincidence she’s Albanian like me—sometimes, you just need someone who understands where you come from.

	The bathroom is already steamy when I enter, the shower calling to me with the promise of washing away more than just the chlorine clinging to my skin. I twist the knob, and the water springs to life, cascading over me as I step under the stream. I let it pour over my head, eyes closed, as if the heat could melt away the anxiety still gnawing at the edges of my thoughts.

	I think of the questions that will come, the smiling host who will pry into my life with all the charm of a viper. The game is an old one, the moves well-practiced, but tonight, I wonder if I’ll have the energy to play along.

	Rinsing the soap from my body, I step out of the shower and wrap myself in a robe, the plush fabric offering a comfort that feels just out of reach. Trixie is waiting for me in the bedroom, a garment bag draped over one arm, her phone still glued to her hand. “We’re running late,” she says, though her tone is more observation than criticism. “I’ve got the outfit ready. You’ll love it.”

	I nod, moving to the bed where she’s laid out everything I’ll need. The dress is sleek, black, something classic that won’t distract from the person wearing it. I slip it on, the fabric sliding over my skin with a familiarity that does nothing to ease the tension in my shoulders.

	Trixie watches as I adjust the dress, her expression unreadable. “You’ll kill it, as always,” she says, but there’s a weight to her words, a hint of something unsaid.

	I pick up the earrings she’s laid out, fastening them with fingers that don’t tremble, though I expect them to. “Of course I will,” I reply, more to convince myself than her.

	As I finish, Trixie’s voice breaks through my thoughts. “Emma, don’t forget your pills.” She hands me the small bottle of Risperdal, her eyes lingering on me as I take it.

	I pop one into my mouth, swallowing it dry. “I won’t.”

	We walk to the car in silence, Trixie driving us to CBS Studios as I stare out the window, the city passing by in a blur. The familiar streets and faces blend together, none of it registering as anything more than a backdrop to the thoughts racing through my mind.

	The studio is a hive of activity when we arrive, producers and assistants buzzing around, each one with their own task to complete. I follow Trixie through the maze of hallways, her pace brisk, her presence solid. She’s my anchor, though I’d never admit it out loud.

	We reach the makeup room, and I settle into the chair, letting the professionals do their work. Brushes sweep across my skin, concealing the signs of weariness that have become harder to hide. The mirror in front of me reflects a version of myself that the world will see—a polished, untouchable star—but beneath the layers of foundation and mascara, something darker lurks, something even I can’t quite bring into focus.

	As the final touches are applied, I take a deep breath, preparing myself for the performance ahead. The cameras will roll, the questions will come, and I’ll smile and laugh at all the right moments. But part of me remains distant, disconnected, wondering how long I can keep up this charade before the cracks begin to show.

	Danielle’s face is tight, her expression carefully controlled as she meets my gaze. She doesn’t fidget, but I can see the tension in the set of her jaw, the way she clutches the clipboard a little too tightly.

	“We didn’t get the questions ahead of time,” she says, her voice measured, though I catch the flicker of unease beneath the surface. “Lovisa’s team didn’t send them over, but she promised nothing invasive.”

	I nod, my mind already working through the implications. Lovisa is known for her charm, her ability to put guests at ease, but there’s always an edge to her questions, a sharpness hidden beneath the warmth. I feel a tightening in my chest, the familiar sensation of being on a stage where the script isn’t in my hands.

	Danielle’s eyes search mine, as if gauging my reaction, waiting for the inevitable outburst or the quiet resignation that comes with the territory. I give her neither. Instead, I straighten, smoothing the fabric of my dress, feeling the cool silk beneath my fingertips. It’s a small comfort, but I’ll take what I can get.

	“Let’s do this,” I say, my voice steadier than I feel. Danielle nods, relief flashing across her features, and she steps aside to let me pass.

	The hallway stretches ahead, a corridor lined with framed photographs of past guests, each one captured in a moment of false ease, all smiles and laughter, a performance frozen in time. My heels click against the floor, the sound echoing in the emptiness around us. Each step is deliberate, every movement calculated, a dance I’ve perfected over the years.

	“Our next guest is a four-time Grammy Award-winning singer. You know her from hits such as 'Dangerous,' 'A Marked Woman,' and 'Pocket Full of Miracles.' Give it up for Emma Blake!”

	Lovisa greets me with that trademark smile, the one that promises a safe harbor, though I know better than to trust it completely. She’s standing at the edge of the stage, the studio lights catching the sheen of her dress, making her appear almost otherworldly.

	“Emma, it’s wonderful to have you here,” she says, her voice as smooth as the glass of champagne she’ll no doubt offer me later. There’s no sign of the late-night fatigue that often lingers in these studios, no hint that this is just another interview in a long line of them.

	I return the smile, one that feels practiced yet necessary, as she leads me onto the stage. The audience’s applause washes over us, a sea of faces I can’t quite distinguish, all clapping, all eyes on me. I settle into the plush chair, crossing my legs, feeling the subtle shift in the atmosphere as the cameras start to roll.

	“Thank you, it’s been what—two years since I’ve been on the show?”

	“That’s shocking, since we love you here.”

	Lovisa takes her seat across from me, a glimmer of excitement in her eyes, something I’m not sure I like. She leans in slightly, her voice low but clear, every word calculated to draw out a response.

	“Emma,” she begins, “it’s been quite a year for you. The world has missed you—especially since it’s been a year since your last tour. Can we expect something new on the horizon?”

	I don’t answer immediately, letting the question linger in the air between us. Her eyes never leave mine, as if she’s searching for something hidden beneath my skin, something I’ve kept locked away.

	I tilt my head, allowing the pause to stretch just long enough. “A new era is coming soon,” I say, my voice holding the promise of secrets not yet revealed. I don’t elaborate, and she doesn’t press, though I see the curiosity sparking behind her eyes.

	Lovisa shifts slightly, her demeanor as poised as ever. “We’re all on the edge of our seats,” she says, her tone light, almost playful, though the intensity of her gaze remains. “But before we dive into what’s next, let’s talk about what’s already happened. Happy belated 34th birthday, by the way! How did you celebrate?”

	She leans back, giving me space to answer, though I know there’s nothing casual about her question. It’s a carefully placed step in our dance, a moment where I could reveal more than intended if I’m not careful.

	I consider my words, each one measured, each one placed with care. “Quietly.”

	My sarcasm is met with laughter.

	“I went back to Michigan to see my family. And my mom,” I face camera one directly. “Hi, mommy, she’s the best chef ever. She’s always cooking recipes her mom taught her how to make when she was growing up in Albania, so I think I gained about five pounds in one weekend. And my sisters surprised me with a pool party birthday bash, and invited about forty of my closest cousins to it.”

	Lovisa nods, as if she expected nothing less. “So, how many cousins do you have that aren’t close with you then?”

	The audience laughs. I don’t think it’s quite funny, but I give in. “You’d have to ask God or a mathematician for that answer.”

	“Fair enough. But you know your fans—they’re dying to know if maybe you worked on new music while celebrating your birthday, probably hoping for a glimpse of what this new era might bring.”

	There it is again, the gentle push, the invitation to slip up, to offer something more than I’m ready to give. She wants “an exclusive.” But I’ve been in this game long enough to recognize the traps, the pitfalls disguised as innocent questions.

	I offer a small laugh, keeping the tone light, though inside, I feel the weight of her gaze, the scrutiny that comes with every word I speak. “They won’t be disappointed,” I say, letting the ambiguity hang in the air, a promise wrapped in mystery.

	Lovisa’s smile widens, though her eyes narrow just a fraction, as if she’s trying to read between the lines, to find the truth hidden beneath the layers. “I’m sure they won’t be,” she replies, her tone as polished as ever. “It’s always a pleasure having you, Emma. We can’t wait to see what’s next.”

	The applause rises again as the cameras pull back, the moment captured and preserved, just another scene in the long play of my life. I rise from the chair, offering Lovisa another smile, one that she returns with equal measure.
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	May 2, 2024

	 

	“Are you completely useless?” My voice slices through the air, sharp, unyielding. I stare at Chantel, who stands rigid, her hands clasped tightly in front of her. The way she avoids my gaze infuriates me, as if she knows she’s failed yet again. The vase on the coffee table, my favorite, gleams under the lights, but I can see it’s not centered, the flowers slightly wilted, the water murky. Imperfections that dig into my mind like splinters.

	“I’ve told you before,” I say, the words coming out slower, measured, “this house must be perfect. Every inch, every detail. I don’t care what you need to do, but fix it.”

	Chantel nods, her face flushed with embarrassment or fear—perhaps both. I watch as she scurries away, finally unable to bear the weight of my stare. I move closer to the vase, adjusting it until the reflection in the glass seems right, but the flowers still sag, their vibrancy dulled. My fingers twitch with the urge to rip them out and start over, but there’s no time.

	I step back, catching a glimpse of myself in the grand mirror that dominates the room. My gaze immediately locks onto the mole on my shoulder. It’s there, dark and unwelcome, like an invader on my skin. I lean closer, the room narrowing until there’s only me and the reflection, the mole’s edges blurring into the surrounding flesh. Is it spreading? I touch it, my breath hitching at the thought. The sun, all those hours spent baking under it, perfecting the tan they expect to see in every photograph, every appearance. I know the damage it can do, the dangers lurking beneath the surface. I know too much.

	I tear myself away from the mirror, trying to shake the feeling that it’s growing, expanding across my skin like a stain. My hands curl into fists, nails digging into my palms, grounding me in the physical pain. It has to be in my head. It’s just stress. Stress over the album, the expectations, the competition.

	Barry’s flight lands in an hour. I need to focus.

	I drive to the airport, the city blurring past the windows, my thoughts racing faster than the car. When I see him standing at the arrivals gate, the tension in my chest loosens slightly. Barry, with his messy hair and the tired smile he saves just for me. I wave, and he pushes through the crowd, his face lighting up when our eyes meet.

	“Emma,” he says, pulling me into a tight embrace, his scent—familiar, comforting—filling my senses. For a moment, I allow myself to sink into the warmth of his presence, letting it drown out the noise in my head.

	We drive back to the house, the conversation flowing easily at first. He tells me about the photoshoot he just wrapped up in Edinburgh, about the rain that never seemed to stop, how he missed me, how good it feels to be back. His words are like a balm, soothing the rough edges of my mind.

	“I’ve been thinking about the album,” I say, keeping my voice steady, though the anxiety coils in my stomach. “It has to be perfect. Better than anything I’ve ever done. But I’m worried… about the new girls. They’re fresh, hungry. They’re willing to do anything to get to the top.”

	Barry glances at me, his expression soft, understanding. “You’re already at the top, Emma. You’ve been there for years. Don’t let them get into your head. You know who you are, what you’ve achieved.”

	His words, meant to comfort, only stoke the fire that’s been burning inside me. He doesn’t understand. He doesn’t see the constant pressure, the need to maintain the image, the perfection that’s expected of me.

	“It’s not that simple,” I reply, my voice tightening. “Every song, every note has to be flawless. If it’s not, they’ll tear me apart. They’re waiting for me to slip up, to show any sign of weakness.”

	Barry reaches for my hand, squeezing it gently. “You’re too hard on yourself. You’re an artist, not a machine. People love you for who you are, not just the music.”

	Something snaps inside me, a thread pulled too tight. I yank my hand away, the sudden movement causing the car to swerve slightly. “Don’t tell me what people love about me!” I shout, the anger rising before I can stop it. “You have no idea what it’s like, Barry. You’re not the one under constant scrutiny, you’re not the one they’re always watching, judging. You don’t understand the pressure!”

	His eyes widen, hurt flickering across his features, but I can’t stop. The words pour out, each one sharper than the last. “You think it’s easy? You think I can just relax and let things happen? That’s not how it works! If I’m not perfect, if I don’t give them exactly what they want, they’ll move on to the next shiny thing, and I’ll be nothing.”

	Barry takes a deep breath, trying to remain calm. “Emma, I’m just trying to help. I’m on your side, always have been. But you’re pushing yourself too hard. It’s not healthy.”

	“Healthy?” I laugh, the sound bitter in my throat. “This industry isn’t about health, Barry. It’s about survival. If I’m not the best, I’m nothing.”

	The rest of the drive is suffocating. Barry sits in silence, his hands gripping the steering wheel, his knuckles white. I stare out the window, the city lights blurring into a haze, my mind racing with thoughts I can’t control.

	When we finally reach the house, he parks the car and turns to me, his voice quiet, but firm. “Emma, I love you. But you can’t keep doing this to yourself. You’re going to burn out.”

	I don’t respond. I can’t. The anger has drained away, leaving only exhaustion in its wake. I step out of the car, the weight of the day pressing down on me, heavier than ever. Barry follows, his footsteps muted behind me as we enter the house.

	The housekeeper, Chantel, is nowhere in sight, probably hiding after our earlier confrontation. Good. I don’t want to see her right now. I head to the bedroom, my sanctuary, hoping for some peace, some quiet to drown out the chaos in my head.

	Barry sits on the edge of the bed, watching me as I move around the room, his eyes full of concern. I hate it. I hate that look, that pity. But I can’t bring myself to say anything. Not now.

	I strip off my clothes, the fabric falling to the floor in a heap. The mole on my shoulder catches my eye again, dark, ominous. I touch it, tracing the edges with my fingertip, wondering if it’s changed, if it’s grown. The thought claws at me, relentless. Skin cancer. The words echo in my mind, the fear settling deep in my chest.

	I lie down beside Barry, his warmth seeping into me, but it doesn’t reach the coldness inside. His arm wraps around me, pulling me close, but my mind remains distant, caught in the whirlpool of my own thoughts.

	“I’m sorry,” I whisper, though I don’t know if I mean it. Barry’s breath is steady, comforting, but it doesn’t touch the darkness that’s taken root within me. The album, the competition, the mole—it’s all too much, and I’m sinking, drowning in the expectations, the pressure, the fear.

	“I know,” he murmurs, his lips brushing against my hair. “I know.”

	But he doesn’t. Not really. And that’s what scares me the most.
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	May 4, 2024

	 

	 

	Death has a way of whispering, even when no one else can hear it.

	I sit in the studio, the sound of “Take ur cigarette” playing in the background, but the music feels distant, like a memory from another life. The words flow over me, meant to be haunting, beautiful, but all I hear is the ticking of a clock, counting down to something I can’t yet name.

	My fingers scroll through page after page on my phone, medical journals, obscure forums filled with desperate voices seeking answers, as if somewhere in the endless sea of information, I’ll find the key to unlocking the truth. I’ve read about it before—how the smallest thing, the tiniest imperfection, can become the crack that lets death slip in. 

	A mole, a cough, a shadow on an X-ray, overlooked by doctors too busy to care. I search for stories, cases where something benign became malignant, where the experts were wrong. They exist, buried deep in the threads, stories that mirror my own fears, each one like a reflection of my thoughts—twisted and dark.

	It wasn’t always like this. I used to believe in them—the doctors, the specialists, the ones who were supposed to know better. But trust is a fragile thing, and I’ve seen it shattered. Eliza, her face so calm as she told me the doctors said it was nothing, just a little spot, nothing to worry about. By the time they realized their mistake, it was too late. The cancer had spread, and she was gone, leaving behind a hollow echo of certainty. 

	The image of her casket, the quiet finality of it, creeps into my mind, a reminder that not all endings are clean. I miss Eliza dearly. She was the first singer I became friends with. She and I practically grew up together as entertainers, despite being at competing labels.

	“Gosh, I’m losing it,” I whisper to myself. “It’s not like I was sane to begin with.”

	I continue to scroll on my phone. I see signs everywhere now, in the headlines, in the way people’s faces seem drawn, exhausted, hiding something they don’t want the world to see. The signs are in the numbers, the statistics that tell me how often they’re wrong, how many lives are lost because someone didn’t look closely enough, didn’t care enough to dig deeper.

	“Emma, are you even listening?” Marcus’s voice cuts through my thoughts, sharp and irritated. I glance up, his face a blur of frustration and concern. Lena and Nathan exchange a look, one that says more than words could. They think I’m distracted, that I’m not focused, but they don’t understand. None of them do.

	“I’m here,” I reply, but the words feel hollow, an automatic response that doesn’t carry the weight of truth.

	“You don’t seem like it,” Lena presses, her tone edging on something that could turn into an argument if I let it. “This is important. We need you to be present.”

	Present. 

	The word feels foreign, as if it belongs to someone else, someone who isn’t living in the shadow of something she can’t quite name. I look at them, trying to force myself to care, to muster the energy to engage, but all I can think about is the mole and the way it seems to pulse under my skin, a dark omen I can’t shake.

	“I’m fine,” I say, but even I can hear the strain in my voice.

	“You’re not,” Marcus insists, leaning forward, his eyes narrowing as if he’s trying to read something on my face that I’m not willing to show. “What’s going on with you?”

	The question hangs in the air, heavy, loaded with the expectation that I’ll give them something, some explanation that will satisfy their concern. But how can I tell them what’s really on my mind? 

	That I see death in every corner, that I’m haunted by something as small as a mole? That I’m losing faith in the very people who are supposed to keep me alive?

	“It’s nothing,” I lie, forcing a smile that feels brittle, ready to crack. “I’ve just got a lot on my mind. The song’s fine. It’s ready.”

	“It’s more than that,” Nathan’s voice cuts through the tension. “You’re not yourself.”

	I want to scream, to tell them that I’m exactly myself, that this is what I’ve become—a person so consumed by the fear that she has skin cancer that she doesn’t give a damn about anything else. But I can’t show them that. They need the version of me who’s perfect, unshakable, the Emma Blake who can handle anything. Their income is dependent on my success. If I fail, if I am ridiculed, or get into some sort of scandal, then my sales will no doubt plummet. Low sales mean low royalty checks.

	“I said I’m fine,” I repeat, more firmly this time, daring them to push me further.

	They don’t. Marcus sighs, a sound of defeat, and leans back in his chair, his expression shifting from frustration to something resembling pity. I hate it. I hate the way they look at me, as if I’m fragile, as if I’m something that could shatter if they press too hard.

	“Okay,” Marcus says, finally. “Let’s call it a day.”

	The relief I feel is immediate, but it’s laced with guilt. I should be stronger than this. I should be able to push the thoughts away, to focus on the work, but the fear is too loud, too insistent. I need to get out, to find somewhere quiet where I can think, where I can figure out what to do next.

	I gather my things, ignoring the concerned glances thrown my way, and make for the door. The studio feels suffocating, every inch of it reminding me of the expectations I’m failing to meet. But that’s not important now. The phone buzzes in my hand again, but I still don’t check it. The messages can wait. Everything can wait until I’ve found the answers I’m searching for.

	As I step outside, the world feels strange, too bright, too harsh. I force myself to breathe, to calm the storm inside me, but it’s no use.

	“Emma!” Trixie’s voice pulls me back to the present. She approaches with a cup of tea, her expression carefully neutral. “You left in such a rush, I thought you might need this.”

	“Thanks,” I mutter, taking the cup, hoping the warmth will settle my nerves. But Trixie doesn’t leave. She hovers, a tension in her posture that tells me she’s about to say something I don’t want to hear.

	She steps closer, lowering her voice. “Emma, I need to remind you about the money you still owe. It’s starting to add up, and we’re getting close to some deadlines.”

	The words hit like a slap, a fresh wave of stress crashing over me. “I know,” I snap, the sharpness in my tone making her flinch. “I’ll take care of it.”

	Trixie hesitates, then nods. “I’m only telling you because I don’t want you to be blindsided. You have a lot going on.”

	I swallow hard, the tea suddenly bitter on my tongue. “I appreciate it,” I say, though the words feel forced. “I’ll handle it. Just… give me some time.”

	She nods again, but before she leaves, she adds softly, “Don’t forget your pills, Emma. You’ll feel better once you’ve taken them.”

	I nod, my throat tight. “Thank you, Trixie. And… set up an appointment with a dermatologist. I need to get this checked.”

	“Are you sure? You hate doctors.”

	“People can change.”

	“Okay, will do,” she says, giving me a small, reassuring smile before walking away.

	I watch her go, the weight of everything pressing down on me, heavier than before. The tea in my hand grows cold as I stand there, trying to push the fear, the guilt, the doubt out of my mind. But it’s all too much. I pull out my pill bottle, taking one without hesitation, hoping it will dull the edges of my thoughts, at least for a little while.

	I take a deep breath, trying to steady myself. There’s still work to be done. I can’t afford to fall apart. 

	Not now. 

	Not ever.
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	“You need more edge on the chorus. It’s too soft.” Marcus leans back in his chair, arms crossed, his expression thoughtful but tinged with frustration. I can feel it—the unspoken demand that every note, every word, must be flawless. That’s what they’ve come to expect from me. Nothing less will do.

	“I’m with Marcus,” Lena adds, tapping her pen against the notepad in front of her. “The verse is strong, but the chorus needs to hit harder. We need something that’ll grab them by the throat.”

	I nod, pretending to absorb their feedback. My voice comes out steady, controlled, though inside, something trembles. “I get it. We need this one to chart. Top ten at least.”

	Nathan, who’s been quiet for most of the session, furrows his brow, deep in thought. “What if we strip it down, make it raw? No frills, just the emotion. People respond to that kind of vulnerability. They want to feel something real.”

	Real. The word hangs in the air, heavy with meaning. Real is dangerous. Real means exposing the cracks, the imperfections. But maybe he’s right. Maybe that’s what this track needs—a glimpse of what lies beneath the surface.

	“Let’s try it. Raw, but not too raw. We still need that polish, something they can sing along to.”

	Marcus nods, already adjusting the levels on the board. Lena and Nathan exchange a look, one that says they’re on board but cautious. We all know what’s at stake here. My name is synonymous with success, and I can’t afford to falter now.

	The music starts again, the familiar beat pulsing through the room. I close my eyes, letting it wash over me, trying to sink into the emotion Nathan mentioned. I open my mouth, and the words come out, but they don’t feel like mine. They’re the words they expect, the words that will sell, but they’re not coming from the place they should.

	“That’s better,” Marcus says, his tone clipped but approving. “We’re getting there.”

	I force a smile, nodding as if I believe him. As if I believe in any of this. But the truth is, my mind isn’t here. It’s with the appointments I’ve scheduled later today. The mole is all I can think about, even now, with the music blaring and the pressure of another hit looming over me. I keep telling myself it’s nothing, just a small thing, easily removed, easily forgotten. But deep down, I don’t believe it.

	I finish the take, and the room falls into a tense quiet. Lena scribbles something on her notepad, Nathan mutters an idea to himself, and Marcus is already tweaking the sound. They’re all focused, locked into the work, but I can’t shake the feeling that I’m somewhere else, that part of me has already left the studio.

	“I think we’ve got something here,” Marcus says, finally breaking the silence. “It needs some work, but it’s solid.”

	“Good,” I say, trying to sound pleased. “Let’s finish it up. I’ve got a busy day ahead.”

	They nod, all business, but there’s an understanding there too. They know me well enough by now. I’ve always been the one who could handle it all, who could transition from album sales to streaming without missing a beat. I’ve done it before, and I’ll do it again. But today, it feels different. Today, the mask feels heavier.

	The session wraps, and I slip out of the studio as quickly as I can without drawing attention. My car is waiting, engine humming, ready to take me to the first appointment. I slide into the back seat, the door closing with a solid thud, and I take a breath. There’s a flask in the console, a companion I’ve come to rely on more than I should. I unscrew the cap, taking a long pull, letting the burn distract me from the gnawing anxiety.

	“Emma, you should stop that,” Barry’s voice breaks through the silence, his tone edged with concern. He’s sitting beside me, watching with a mix of worry and frustration.

	“Not now,” I reply, my voice firm. I take another sip, ignoring the way his eyes narrow, the tension that fills the space between us.

	Trixie turns slightly in her seat, glancing at me through the rearview mirror. “Emma, don’t forget your pills.”

	“I already did,” I lie smoothly, knowing she won’t push. I can’t afford to be drugged up today. Those pills have been part of my life since I was thirteen, prescribed by a therapist in Michigan after my family found out about my uncle’s abuse. They dull the edges, calm the storm inside, but they also leave me numb. And today, I need to feel everything.

	The car glides through the city, the familiar streets passing by in a blur. I don’t bother with the usual small talk. Barry’s presence beside me is comforting, but also a reminder of the cracks forming in the life I’ve carefully constructed. I know he sees it, the stress, the fear gnawing at me, but I can’t let him in. Not fully. Not today.

	The first stop is the dermatologist’s office. The clinic is sleek, modern, a place designed to reassure, to soothe. But as I step inside, I feel only dread. Dr. Phillips greets me with a practiced smile, but I barely register it. My focus is on the mole, the dark spot on my shoulder that seems to pulse with every beat of my heart.

	“What seems to be the concern today, Emma?” His voice is smooth, professional, but there’s an undercurrent of disinterest that grates on me.

	I pull the fabric off my shoulder, exposing the mole. “This. It wasn’t there before.”

	He leans in, his gloved fingers pressing against my skin. The touch is clinical, detached, and I have to fight the urge to pull away. “It looks benign. Nothing to worry about,” he says, stepping back, already removing his gloves. “I can remove it if you’d like, but there’s no medical need.”

	“No need?” The words feel foreign, like they don’t belong to me. “Shouldn’t we do a biopsy, just to be sure?”

	He waves away my concern, his tone dismissive. “Cosmetic anxiety is common, especially in someone in your position. I see it all the time. But I assure you, this is nothing to be concerned about.”

	I nod, forcing myself to thank him, but the reassurance rings hollow. As I leave his office, the fear hasn’t lessened. If anything, it’s grown.

	The second appointment is across town, another sleek clinic with glass walls and minimalist decor. I’m greeted by Dr. Martin, who is younger, sharper in his delivery. He flips through my chart, barely glancing at me as I sit down.

	“What brings you in today?” he asks, not looking up.

	I show him the mole, trying to keep my voice steady as I explain how it wasn’t there before, how it feels different.

	He examines it quickly, almost too quickly, before leaning back in his chair. “It’s benign. These things happen as we age. If you want, I can refer you to a plastic surgeon, but there’s no medical urgency.”

	“Are you sure?” I press, the unease growing with each passing second. “I’d feel better if we did a biopsy.”

	He finally meets my eyes, his gaze calm but detached. “I understand your concern, but there’s really no need. You’re in excellent health.”

	I leave the second clinic feeling even more unsettled than before. Two doctors, both dismissing my fears with the same clinical detachment, the same assurance that this is nothing. But I can’t shake the feeling that something’s wrong.

	After the appointments, I retreat to the bathroom, locking the door behind me. The mirror shows the same reflection, the same face the world knows, but my eyes are drawn to the mole. It looks darker, more sinister. I pull out my phone, typing “skin cancer” into the search bar, scrolling through images until I find two that look eerily similar to mine.

	My heart races, a cold sweat breaking out across my skin. I stare at the images, the words on the screen blurring together. I can’t breathe. The room feels too small, too close. I need to get out, to do something, anything, to rid myself of this fear that’s clawing at my insides.

	But there’s no escape.

	 Not yet.
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	Victoria’s arrival is a sharp reminder of how much I’ve let slip. Her car, sleek and polished, glides into the driveway with an air of quiet authority. I watch from the window, fingers drumming against the sill, as she steps out, followed by her husband, Noah. The sight of them together, poised and immaculate, makes something tighten in my chest. They always seem to have it together, as if the world never touches them.

	When they reach the front door, I’m there to greet them, a smile fixed in place. Victoria’s gaze sweeps over the garden, her expression faltering for just a moment before she turns to me.

	“The garden looks... different,” she says, her tone carefully neutral. I catch the edge in her voice, the hint of judgment that cuts through her polished exterior.

	I glance at the withering plants, the weeds creeping through the flowerbeds. “It’s not what it used to be,” I reply, keeping my tone light, though the words feel heavy on my tongue. The neglect is a reflection of more than just the garden; it’s everything that’s been slipping through my fingers.

	I pull out my phone, quickly typing a message to Chloe. You’re fired. Don’t come back. The decision comes with a pang of guilt, but it’s necessary. I can’t afford her anymore, not with the brand deals drying up, not with the three and a half years of silence since my last release. It’s a luxury I can no longer sustain.

	Victoria notices, but she doesn’t say anything. She’s always been good at that—seeing more than she lets on, but keeping her thoughts to herself. Noah, ever the silent observer, offers a brief nod as we step inside.

	The scent of something rich and savory greets us, and Melinda appears in the doorway, wiping her hands on her apron. “Lunch is ready, Miss Blake,” she says, her voice warm with that familiar Albanian lilt that once brought comfort. Today, it only adds to the weight in my chest.

	“Thank you, Melinda,” I say, the words automatic. She retreats to the kitchen, leaving us in the entryway, where the tension seems to gather, thickening the air.

	Chantel chooses that moment to bustle in, her presence as intrusive as ever. She fusses over our coats, offers drinks, her attempts at hospitality more grating than gracious. I can see Victoria’s lips press into a thin line, a silent commentary on the state of my household. Noah watches her, his expression unreadable, though I know him well enough to sense his disapproval.

	“Why don’t we sit?” I suggest, leading them to the living room where the conversation might flow more naturally, or at least be easier to manage.

	Victoria takes the seat nearest to the window, her posture perfect, her demeanor calm. Noah sits beside her, his hand resting lightly on her knee, a gesture that feels more for show than affection. I settle across from them, forcing myself to relax into the cushions.

	We exchange pleasantries, the usual talk of weather, business, the state of the industry. But it’s all surface-level, a dance around the real reason they’re here.

	When the conversation lulls, I lean forward, my eyes meeting Victoria’s. “You’ve always been there for me,” I begin, choosing my words with care. “Cleaning up my messes, keeping my image intact. I’m grateful.”

	Victoria’s gaze sharpens, her smile never faltering. “It’s what you pay us for,” she replies, her tone light, but I catch the undercurrent. It’s a job, yes, but one that’s growing more demanding by the day.

	I nod, reaching into my bag. The envelope feels heavy in my hand, a tangible reminder of how much I rely on them. I place it on the table between us, the faint rustle of paper the only sound in the room.

	Noah reaches for it, sliding it across the polished surface. He doesn’t open it, but I know he can feel the weight, can guess at the amount inside. Fifty grand. It’s a lot, but not as much as it used to be. Not enough to buy the kind of protection I might need in the coming months.

	“Consider it a retainer,” I say, trying to keep my voice steady. “For everything that’s yet to come.”

	Victoria’s eyes meet mine, something unspoken passing between us. She knows what I’m not saying, the things I can’t put into words. The brand deals drying up, the fading relevance, the cracks in the facade I’ve worked so hard to maintain.

	She nods, her expression softening just a fraction. “We’ll take care of it,” she assures me, her tone smoothing over the edges of my anxiety. “You focus on what you do best.”

	I return the nod, though the reassurance feels thin, as if it might tear under the slightest pressure. There’s a moment of quiet, where we all sit with the understanding that things are changing, that the stakes are higher now, the risks greater.

	Melinda appears in the doorway again, announcing that lunch is served. The tension in the room shifts, not disappearing, but settling into a kind of uneasy truce. We rise, and I lead them to the dining room, where the table is set with an elegance that feels out of place in my current state of mind.

	As we sit down to eat, the conversation turns back to safer topics—music, upcoming events, the usual chatter that fills the space but says little. I nod at the right moments, smile when expected, but my mind drifts, circling back to the garden, the text I sent, the envelope now resting in Noah’s pocket.

	The meal passes in a blur, and when it’s over, Victoria and Noah rise to leave. We exchange polite farewells, the kind that carry the weight of unspoken truths. As they step out into the afternoon, I’m left with the lingering sense that something is slipping away, something vital and irreplaceable.

	I close the door behind them, the house suddenly too quiet. My thoughts turn to the garden, the wilted flowers, the weeds, and I feel a pang of something I can’t quite name. Loss, perhaps, or the slow realization that things are changing, and I’m not sure I can keep up.

	As I move through the house, I catch a glimpse of my reflection in the hallway mirror. The face that looks back at me is familiar, but there’s something different in the eyes, something that wasn’t there before. I push the thought away, forcing myself to focus on the tasks at hand, but it lingers, a shadow on the edge of my consciousness.

	In the kitchen, I find Melinda cleaning up, her movements efficient and practiced. She glances up as I enter, offering a small smile. “Everything alright, Miss Blake?”

	I nod, but the words catch in my throat. “Yes, thank you, Melinda. Everything’s fine.”

	But even as I say it, I know it’s a lie.

	I watch Melinda finish wiping down the counter, her back turned to me as I stand in the doorway. There’s a strange comfort in the routine of it, the way she moves with purpose, each motion practiced and precise. It’s a comfort I’ve come to rely on, even if I won’t admit it aloud.

	But then my phone vibrates in my pocket, pulling me from the haze. Barry. He’s on my mind, as he has been all day. I step out of the kitchen and into the hallway, away from Melinda’s gaze, and type out a quick message. Tonight should be special. I want to make the most of your last day in LA. I hit send, feeling the weight of anticipation settle in my chest.

	I move back to the living room, where the afternoon sun casts long shadows across the floor. The house is quiet, but it’s a quiet that feels too thin, too fragile, as if something is waiting to shatter it. And then, as if on cue, Chantel appears, her footsteps light but insistent as she enters the room.

	“Miss Blake, should I—”

	Her voice grates against my nerves, an irritation I can no longer ignore. She’s always there, hovering, her presence a constant reminder of everything that’s wrong, everything that’s slipping from my grasp. I try to focus, to keep my composure, but there’s a tension winding tighter inside me, a thread pulled too far.

	“I asked for privacy,” I say, my tone sharp, slicing through the space between us. But Chantel, oblivious, presses on.

	“I just thought you might want—”

	“Enough.” The word bursts from me, and I can feel something snapping, something beyond control. She doesn’t see it, not until it’s too late. I cross the room in a few strides, and before I realize what I’m doing, my hands are on her shoulders, shoving her back with a force that surprises even me.

	Chantel stumbles, her eyes wide with shock, but I don’t stop. The coffee table looms behind her, a piece of furniture suddenly charged with menace. Her head connects with the edge, the sound dull and sickening, like a ripe fruit crushed underfoot. Her body crumples, a limp puppet with its strings cut.

	For a moment, the room stills, as if time has decided to hold its breath. I stare at the scene before me, my heart pounding, my thoughts racing too fast to catch. Chantel’s body lies twisted on the floor, blood seeping from the gash on her temple, pooling beneath her in a dark, widening stain.

	I don’t feel anything, not at first. The shock is too deep, too consuming. But then a slow, cold realization creeps in, threading through the numbness: this isn’t the first time.

	I’ve been here before, in this place where life and death cross paths, where a single moment of anger or desperation can end everything. The memories rise, unbidden, of the last time, the last person who crossed that line. The image of their lifeless eyes, staring up at me from the floor, the blood on my hands, the quiet knowledge that I’d crossed a boundary I could never uncross.

	But there’s no time for reflection, no time for guilt or fear. Barry’s text buzzes on my phone, a jarring reminder that life goes on, that the world continues to spin even when everything inside me has stopped. I’ll be there in an hour, he says, as if nothing has changed, as if I haven’t just killed someone in my own living room.

	I look down at Chantel, her lifeless body a problem that needs solving. There’s no panic, only a cold, methodical clarity. I can’t afford panic, not now. The house is secluded, nestled in the hills where the nearest neighbor is too far to see or hear anything. I have time, but not much.

	I grab her arms, feeling the weight of her body as I drag her across the floor. Her shoes scuff against the wood, her hair trailing in the blood that marks our path. The bonfire pit outside is hidden from view, a place that’s seen its share of secrets burned away. The earth is dry beneath my feet as I haul her outside, the sun warm on my back, as if mocking the coldness I feel within.

	The pit yawns before me, a mouth ready to devour what I feed it. I toss her in, the thud of her body landing in the dirt echoing in the emptiness around me. The firewood is dry, brittle, perfect for what needs to be done. I douse the body in lighter fluid, the smell sharp and acrid in the air. My hands move with precision, striking a match, holding it to the kindling until flames leap up, hungry and eager. They catch the edges of her clothes, spreading quickly, devouring the fabric, the flesh, the evidence of what I’ve done.

	I stand there, watching as the flames grow, as the fire consumes everything, leaving nothing but ash and smoke. The heat presses against my skin, but it doesn’t touch the chill inside me. I turn away before the fire has finished its work, trusting it to leave no trace behind.

	Inside, the house waits, untouched by what has happened outside. The blood on the floor is dark, sticky, a reminder that there’s more to be done. I move quickly, methodically, scrubbing away the stains, wiping down surfaces, erasing every sign that Chantel was ever here.

	When I’m done, the living room looks the same as it always has, but I know the truth. I feel it in the way the house seems to hold its breath, as if waiting for something to go wrong. I check my phone again, seeing Barry’s text. He’ll be here soon, and I need to be ready. The mask has to go back on, the one that hides the darkness, the one that keeps everything in place.

	I take a moment to catch my reflection in the mirror. The face that stares back is calm, composed, the face the world expects to see. But in the eyes, there’s something different, something darker, a shadow that wasn’t there before. I push the thought away, focusing on what needs to be done.

	By the time Barry arrives, the house is quiet, the world outside unchanged. He steps through the door, smiling as if nothing is wrong, as if today is just another day. I greet him with a kiss, feeling the warmth of his lips against mine, the comfort of his presence.

	Barry's smile greets me at the door, but there’s a flicker of something in his eyes I can't quite place. It’s as if the warmth that once radiated between us is dimmed, almost distant. I guide him inside, forcing a smile that feels like it might crack at any moment. The house, scrubbed clean of the chaos that erupted just hours ago, now feels like a stage set for a play, every prop meticulously placed, every line rehearsed.

	He kisses me, a gentle brush of lips that’s almost tender, and I cling to that brief connection, as if it’s the only real thing left between us. We move to the living room, the silence settling between us like a heavy curtain. I want to say something, to break the stillness, but the words stick in my throat, too afraid of what might come out.

	“Long day?” I ask, trying to sound casual, as if everything is fine, as if my world hasn’t been upended twice in one afternoon.

	“Yeah,” he replies, his voice a bit too flat. He runs a hand through his hair, the motion familiar, comforting in its routine. “The band’s been keeping me busy. Non-stop shoots, early mornings, late nights.”

	I nod, my heart thudding against my ribs. “I’m glad it’s going well. You’re doing amazing work.” My voice sounds hollow even to me, like a script I’ve read too many times.

	He looks at me, really looks at me, and I can feel something shift in the air between us. “Emma, there’s something I need to tell you.” His tone is cautious, like he’s approaching a fragile thing that might break if he’s not careful.

	“What is it?” My chest tightens, a premonition of what’s coming, though I can’t yet bring myself to name it.

	“The band… they extended the tour,” he begins, his eyes not meeting mine. “They’ve added a few more months. It’s a great opportunity for me, career-wise. You know how important this is for my portfolio.”

	I nod, forcing a smile that doesn’t reach my eyes. “That’s great, Barry. I’m happy for you.”

	He swallows, his throat bobbing as he struggles with the next words. “But… it’s more than that, Emma. I’ve been thinking… maybe it’s best if we… if we break up.”

	The words hit me like a physical blow, knocking the breath from my lungs. I stare at him, disbelief flooding my senses. “What? Why? Barry, I—”

	“You’re not the same as you were when we met,” he says, his voice softer now, laced with something that might be pity. “And I’m not either. I think I need this time to figure things out, to be on my own for a while.”

	The room spins around me, the walls closing in as his words sink in. Not the same. I’ve heard it before, felt the shift in his gaze when he looks at me, the way his touch has grown more distant. But I never thought he’d leave. Not like this.

	My mind races, grasping for answers, reasons, anything to make sense of it. And then, unbidden, the thought surfaces: the mole. Of course. He’s seen it, noticed the change in me, and now he’s pulling away, retreating from whatever darkness he thinks it represents.

	“It’s the mole, isn’t it?” I blurt out, my voice sharp with desperation. “You’ve noticed it too. You think there’s something wrong with me.”

	He blinks, taken aback. “What? No, Emma, that’s not it. I still love you, but—”

	“Don’t lie to me!” The words tear from my throat, raw and jagged. “You can’t handle it, can you? The idea that I’m not perfect anymore, that I’m… changing.”

	“Emma, it’s not about that,” he insists, his voice rising in frustration. “I love you, I do, but this is about me. I need to figure out who I am without all this… pressure. I need space.”

	The pain sears through me, a hot, burning ache that radiates from my chest and spreads through my limbs. My hands tremble as I reach for the vase on the table, the one filled with flowers that Chantel had arranged, those same flowers that I had thoughtlessly approved earlier.

	Before I can stop myself, I hurl the vase across the room. It crashes against the wall, shattering into pieces, water and petals scattering across the floor. “Get the fuck out of my house!” I scream, my voice breaking, tears streaming down my face.

	Barry flinches, stepping back, his face a mask of shock and hurt. For a moment, he just stands there, staring at the wreckage of what we once were. Then, without another word, he turns and walks out the door, the sound of it closing behind him echoing through the empty space he leaves behind.

	I collapse onto the couch, my body wracked with sobs, my chest heaving with the force of them. The house is quiet now, too quiet, the emptiness pressing in on me from all sides. I wrap my arms around myself, as if trying to hold together the pieces of me that feel like they’re falling apart.

	He’s gone. The realization settles over me like a shroud, heavy and suffocating. Barry, the one person who made me feel anchored, who made the chaos bearable, has left. And I can’t even begin to comprehend what that means, how I’ll navigate this void without him.

	I look around the room, at the broken glass, the wilting flowers, the water seeping into the rug, and I feel nothing but a deep, aching void where my heart used to be. The pain is too much, too overwhelming, and all I can do is curl up on the couch, clutching a pillow to my chest, and let the tears come, let them wash over me until there’s nothing left to feel.

	I close my eyes, trying to shut out the reality of what’s happened, but the images play over and over in my mind—Barry’s face, the shock in his eyes, the sound of the vase shattering, the emptiness that followed.

	And somewhere in the depths of my mind, a small, insistent voice whispers that it’s all my fault, that I’m the one who’s changed, who’s driven him away. But I can’t bear to face that truth, not now, not when everything I’ve held onto is slipping through my fingers like sand.

	So I lie there, in the wreckage of my own making, and let the darkness swallow me whole.


[image: A drawing of a needle and a screw  Description automatically generated with medium confidence]

	 

	May 12, 2024

	 

	The cameras flash with a ferocity that borders on violent, capturing every angle, every moment as I step onto the red carpet. My breath hitches, the noise of it all a throbbing pulse against my skull. The charity gala is a spectacle, a parade of wealth and influence draped in silk and diamonds, where each smile hides a transaction and every handshake seals a deal. I’m here for the check, a neat twenty grand that’s already been wired to my account. 

	Charity begins with a fat deposit, doesn’t it?

	My gown clings to me, a fortress of fabric designed to conceal, to protect. The neckline is high, the sleeves long, the color a deep, unforgiving black that swallows me whole. It hides the mole, that dark intruder on my skin that’s taken over my thoughts, my life. Each passing day feels like sand slipping through an hourglass, every grain a moment closer to the inevitable. Cancer. The word buzzes in my mind, gnawing at my sanity, turning this night into a cruel charade.

	As I navigate the red carpet, my smile feels as brittle as the diamonds that glisten on the necks of those around me. The photographers call my name, their voices a cacophony that grates on my nerves. I pause, offering the practiced smile that they crave, the one that doesn’t quite reach my eyes. The flashes intensify, capturing a beauty that feels like it’s slipping through my fingers. It’s a lie, a mask, a desperate attempt to keep the world from seeing what’s really beneath.

	Trixie hovers at my side, her presence constant, always too close, too insistent. “Victoria just texted,” she murmurs, leaning in. “She says this will be great for your image. People Magazine is already planning an article on how humble you are for attending.”

	“Of course they are,” I reply, the sarcasm barely masked. Humble. The word tastes bitter on my tongue. If they only knew how much I’m being paid to smile and pretend I care about anything but the money.

	We move into the ballroom, a vast expanse of glittering chandeliers and opulent décor. The guests are a who’s who of the city’s elite—socialites draped in designer gowns, business moguls with their perfect, polished wives, politicians whose smiles never reach their eyes. They glide across the floor, champagne flutes in hand, exchanging pleasantries that mean nothing. It’s all so rehearsed, so empty, and yet, this is where I’m expected to shine.

	A thin woman in a red gown approaches, her eyes gleaming with recognition. “Emma Blake,” she purrs, extending a manicured hand. “I’m Vanessa Sterling. My husband, Richard, is the CEO of Sterling Industries. We’re so thrilled you could join us tonight.”

	I take her hand, the contact brief, almost clinical. “The pleasure is mine,” I lie smoothly, slipping into the role they all expect me to play. “It’s a wonderful cause.”

	“Oh, absolutely,” Vanessa replies, her smile a practiced, predatory thing. “And I must say, you look stunning. I heard you’ll be performing later? We’re all looking forward to it.”

	I nod, forcing a smile. “Yes, I’ll be singing ‘Dangerous.’ I hope you enjoy it.”

	Vanessa’s smile widens, but there’s something in her eyes that makes me want to recoil. “We will, darling, we will.”

	She drifts away, her attention already captured by another guest, leaving me to navigate the room on my own. Trixie is at my elbow again, her voice low. “Emma, you’ve got to work the room. These people are the reason you’re here. Smile, chat, make them love you.”

	“I know how to do my job, Trixie,” I snap, the irritation flaring up again. “Just… give me a minute.”

	Trixie nods, stepping back, but I can feel her eyes on me, watching, waiting for me to slip.

	I weave through the crowd, exchanging brief, polite conversations with people whose names I won’t remember tomorrow. A man with silver hair and a sharp suit introduces himself as a venture capitalist, dropping hints about his latest projects, as if I care. A woman with a designer bag clutches my hand, gushing about how much she loves my music, how much it means to her. It’s all a blur, a meaningless exchange of words that feel hollow even as I say them.

	Eventually, the time comes for my performance. Trixie appears again, guiding me toward the stage with a firm hand on my back. “This is it,” she whispers. “Show them why they’re here.”

	I step onto the stage, the bright lights blinding me for a moment as I face the crowd. The applause is polite, expectant, but there’s no warmth in it, no genuine excitement. I take a breath, steadying myself as the opening notes of “Dangerous” fill the room.

	The song is about Barry, about the twisted, complicated love we shared, the one that still haunts me every night. The memories press in, unbidden, as I begin to sing. My voice is steady, but there’s a tremor beneath it, a quiver that betrays the emotions I’m trying to suppress.

	I search the faces in the crowd, looking for something, anything to anchor me, but all I see are strangers. Strangers who have no idea how close I am to breaking, how much this song is costing me.

	 The lyrics spill out, each word a blade slicing through the facade I’ve built. The chorus swells, and I feel the tears threaten, a sting at the back of my eyes that I fight to keep at bay.

	But I can’t hold them back. Not completely. My voice wavers, just for a moment, but it’s enough to send a ripple through the crowd. I see the whispers, the exchanged glances, and it fuels the ache in my chest, the raw, bleeding wound that refuses to heal.

	When the song ends, the applause is louder, more enthusiastic, but it feels wrong. They’re clapping for something that doesn’t exist, for a version of me that’s already slipping away. I bow, a shallow gesture, before retreating off the stage, the weight of it all pressing down on me.

	Trixie is waiting in the wings, her expression unreadable. “You were incredible,” she says, but there’s an edge to her voice, a note of worry.

	“I need to leave,” I murmur, the words barely forming as I push past her. “I can’t stay here.”

	“Emma, wait—”

	But I don’t stop. 

	I can’t. 

	The room is closing in, the walls too tight, the air too thick to breathe. I make my way to the exit, ignoring the curious looks, the hushed murmurs. Outside, the night is dark and cool, the city lights flickering like distant stars. The car is waiting, and I slide into the back seat, the door closing with a solid thud that feels like the end of something.

	Trixie slips into the front seat, giving the driver a terse instruction to take us home. The silence between us is thick, heavy with unspoken words. My hands shake as I pull out my phone, scrolling through messages, but nothing registers. My mind is elsewhere, trapped in the relentless cycle of fear and doubt that has taken over my life.

	As the car winds through the hills, I catch a glimpse of my reflection in the window. The woman staring back at me looks haunted, hollowed out, a ghost of who she once was. I touch my shoulder, feeling the mole beneath the fabric, the dark spot that seems to grow larger with each passing day. It’s all slipping away, everything I’ve worked for, everything I’ve built. And I can’t stop it.

	The car pulls into the driveway, and I step out, the mansion looming ahead like a silent sentinel. Trixie follows me inside, her presence a comfort and an irritation all at once. I can feel her watching me, waiting for the breakdown she’s sure is coming.

	Inside, the house is quiet, the rooms dark and empty. I head straight for the living room, the weight of the night pressing down on me like a physical force. Trixie trails behind, her footsteps barely audible on the marble floor.

	“Emma, you need to talk to someone,” she says, her voice trembling with the effort to stay calm. “You’re not thinking clearly. This isn’t you. You’ve never been so cold to me, or to anyone.”

	“I’m fine,” I reply, the words as hollow as I feel. “I just need some time.”

	She shakes her head, a gesture of defeat. “Please, just consider it. You don’t have to do this alone.”

	I turn to her, my patience finally snapping. “Get out,” I say, my voice cold, detached. “I can’t deal with you right now.”

	Trixie blinks, taken aback, but she doesn’t argue. She nods slowly, retreating to the door. “I’ll call you tomorrow,” she says, a note of finality in her voice. “Get some rest.”

	Trixie blinks, taken aback, but she doesn’t argue. She nods slowly, retreating to the door. “I’ll call you tomorrow,” she says, a note of finality in her voice. “Get some rest.”

	The door clicks shut behind her, and the weight of the night settles over me like a thick, suffocating blanket. I sink onto the couch, my head in my hands, the tears finally breaking free. The silence of the house presses in on me, amplifying every doubt, every fear that’s been gnawing at me for weeks.

	I’m losing them. The fans, the shows, the friends—I can feel them slipping through my fingers, and it all starts with that tiny mole. The doctors said it was nothing, but what do they know? They didn’t look close enough. They never do.

	I’ve pushed the release of “Take ur cigarette,” the one that was supposed to catapult the song to the top of the charts. The label isn’t happy, but I can’t make them understand. How could they? They’re not the ones living with this gnawing terror, this fear that something is spreading inside me, something deadly.

	I’ve cut myself off from everything. I haven’t left the house in days, holed up in this mansion that feels more like a prison. The curtains are drawn, the rooms dark and quiet. I spend hours in the bathroom, examining every inch of my skin under the harsh lights, searching for anything out of place. I’ve become an expert in sunblock, slathering it on even though I don’t step outside. The smell of it fills the air, a bitter reminder that I’m hiding from something I can’t escape.

	The sadness is creeping in, like a fog that thickens with each passing day. I’m letting a blemish dictate my life, this tiny mark on my skin controlling everything I do. It’s pathetic, really, and yet I can’t stop. It’s for the better, I tell myself. Better to be safe than sorry. But the loneliness is crushing, the isolation suffocating, and I wonder if this is how it all ends.

	My breath catches, a wave of dizziness washing over me. I press my hands to my temples, trying to steady myself, but the room tilts, the edges of my vision closing in. I feel a tightness in my chest, my heart pounding in my ears as the world around me begins to slip away, the sounds and shapes blurring together.

	I try to stand, to shake it off, but my legs buckle beneath me, and I collapse back onto the couch. The room spins, and I feel myself falling, sinking into a void where nothing makes sense, where the fear and pain merge into a single, overwhelming force.

	And then, everything goes blank.
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	The world outside my mansion seems distant, unreal, like a memory of a life I once lived. I haven’t left the house in weeks, too afraid to go into the sun, too consumed by the fear that every ray of sunlight could be a death sentence. My once bustling social media accounts have grown stagnant. Without new content, without the daily updates my fans crave, I worry that I’m fading into irrelevancy. The studio sessions have been paused indefinitely. I can’t face the music—not when I feel like this.

	The only people I talk to now are Melinda, my chef, and Trevor, my security guard. They’re both paid to be here, to keep the wheels turning, to make sure the machine of my life doesn’t grind to a halt. But they don’t know the truth. They can’t see the fear that’s eating me alive from the inside out. They just do their jobs, never questioning, never prying.

	It’s late afternoon when the doorbell rings, the chime echoing through the empty halls like a warning. I hesitate, but then I hear Trevor’s voice, low and calm, as he greets whoever is at the door. Moments later, there’s a knock on the living room door.

	“Miss Blake, your neighbor’s here,” Trevor says, his tone as neutral as always.

	I nod, and he steps aside to let her in. Jayla, the woman who lives in the house just down the hill, smiles brightly as she enters, her arms crossed over her chest. Her eyes are curious, her smile too wide, too eager.

	“Emma, hi! I was just wondering if Trixie was around. She usually brings me flowers from your garden every few days, but it’s been a while.” She tilts her head, her smile faltering slightly. “Everything okay?”

	The question hangs in the air, and for a moment, I consider telling her the truth. But then the lie slips out as easily as breathing.

	“Trixie’s been fired,” I say, my voice flat, detached. “She was tardy, and I caught her stealing from me.”

	Jayla’s eyes widen in surprise. “Oh… I’m sorry to hear that. I didn’t know. She always seemed so… reliable.”

	“She wasn’t,” I reply, my gaze steady, daring her to challenge me. “Anyway, I’ll let the new gardener know to bring you some flowers when they start.”

	Jayla nods, her smile returning, but it’s weaker now, uncertain. “Thank you. I appreciate it.”

	She leaves soon after, her curiosity unsatisfied but too polite to press further. I watch her go, my mind already turning back to the plan forming in the dark corners of my thoughts.

	I return to my laptop, the screen glowing in the dim light of the room. The experiment is in a cream, a seemingly innocuous substance that promises miraculous results in thanks to stem cells.

	The formula is dangerous, untested on humans, but that’s the point. I need to test it first on someone. Someone with flawless skin, someone who wouldn’t question why I’m asking them to do this. I rationalize that if it doesn’t damage perfect skin, it won’t harm mine. But I can’t do it alone. I need a nobody for this.

	The answer comes to me like a whisper in the night, a name that feels almost predestined.

	Lila Mici.

	She has always been more than a fan. She’s a shadow, following my every move, mirroring my thoughts before I’ve even spoken them. In a world where adoration is currency, Lila’s devotion stands out like a beacon. Her social media posts, DMs, the endless stream of fan letters, the way she’s sculpted her entire identity around mine—it’s intoxicating, in a way, knowing someone can care that much. But until now, I never really considered what it meant to have that kind of power over someone.

	I remember the first letter I received from her, years ago, before the Grammys, before the world turned me into this living icon. It was handwritten, each word pressed into the paper with an intensity that felt almost desperate. She talked about how my music saved her, how it gave her a reason to keep going when everything else in her life had crumbled.

	It was the kind of letter you might read once and then forget, but I kept it. There was something in the way she wrote, a rawness that felt genuine, unfiltered. It stuck with me.

	As the years passed, Lila’s presence became a constant. She was always there, commenting on every post, analyzing every lyric I released, creating fan pages dedicated to me. And then there were the messages—long, detailed confessions sent at odd hours, as if she knew I’d be awake, as if she felt the same gnawing sense of isolation that has come to define my existence.

	I’ve read them all, even when I didn’t reply. I always knew she’d be there, waiting, like a moth drawn to the flame.

	But now, as I sit here in this vast, empty mansion, surrounded by the trappings of a life I no longer recognize, I realize that Lila is more than just a devoted fan.

	She’s the answer. The perfect candidate for what needs to be done. Her unwavering loyalty, her willingness to do anything for me—it’s exactly what I need.

	The plan takes shape in my mind, each piece fitting together with a clarity that feels almost predestined. Lila has always wanted to be close to me, to see the world through my eyes, to understand the reality behind the illusion. What better way to give her that than to offer her an exclusive behind-the-scenes experience? It’s the kind of offer no true fan could resist, and Lila is nothing if not true.

	I take out my phone, opening Instagram, scrolling through the carefully curated images that make up my public life. But this isn’t for the public; this is for Lila alone. I switch to the private messaging feature, the one that allows for messages to disappear after they’re viewed—a trick I’ve used before with the people I trust the least. But today, it’s a tool for something else entirely.

	I record the video in one take. The smile on my face is warm, inviting, the kind of smile that promises something special. I speak softly, my voice laced with just the right amount of intrigue. I tell her that I’ve noticed her devotion, that I’ve seen the way she’s supported me all these years, and that I want to offer her something in return. An invitation to my home, a chance to experience what no one else has—a day in my world, by my side.

	I send the video, watching as the message status changes to “Delivered,” and then, moments later, to “Viewed.” The video disappears, leaving no trace behind, just as I intended. But in its wake, it leaves the promise of something much more.

	I sit back, feeling a strange sense of calm. The plan is in motion, and Lila will come, I have no doubt. She’ll see it as a dream come true, the culmination of all her years of devotion. She won’t question, won’t hesitate. And when she arrives, I’ll be ready.

	In my mind, I rationalize what I’m doing. This isn’t about cruelty or manipulation; it’s about survival. I’ve spent too long living in fear, trapped by the uncertainty that gnaws at my sanity. This is necessary. Lila wants to be part of my world, and I need her to save mine. It’s a simple exchange, really, one that benefits us both.

	I think of her arriving, her face lighting up as she steps through the doors of this mansion, finally seeing the life she’s idolized from afar. She’ll be in awe, overwhelmed by the sheer magnitude of it all, and I’ll welcome her with open arms, a smile that mirrors her own. She’ll never see the truth behind it, the desperation that drives me to this point. And when the time comes, she’ll do exactly what I need her to do.

	Because that’s what fans do, isn’t it? They give everything for the ones they love.

	As the day slips away and the shadows lengthen across the room, I feel a strange sense of peace. The plan is in motion, and soon, Lila will be here. Everything will be set right. The fear that has haunted me will be silenced, and I’ll be free again, free from the fear that threatens to consume me. And Lila, in her devotion, will finally have her place in my world.

	We’re both getting what we need. That’s all that matters now.
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	"Your CSS profile wasn’t processed in time, Ms. Mici."

	The financial aid counselor’s words hit me like a punch to the stomach. I blink, trying to grasp the full weight of what he’s saying. I was counting on this. Without housing, I have nowhere to go for the summer.

	"But I submitted it," I manage, my voice teetering between pleading and panic. "I double-checked everything. There must be some mistake."

	He looks at me with that weary expression I've seen on too many administrators’ faces—the one that says they’ve heard it all before, that whatever crisis you’re in, it’s just another problem they’ll forget as soon as you walk out the door.

	"It wasn’t received on our end," he says, matter-of-fact, like he's reading off a script. "I’m sorry, but without that, we can’t offer you summer housing. You might want to look into affordable shared housing in the city."

	"Shared housing?" The words taste bitter. Shared housing means strangers, means no privacy, means everything I’ve been trying to avoid. "Is there anything else? Any appeal process? Anything?"

	He sighs, shuffling papers as though something might magically appear to solve my problem. "I’m afraid not. The best I can suggest is to contact the student housing office for off-campus options."

	I stand there, feeling a sharp knot of despair tighten in my chest. "Thank you," I say, the words hollow, not reflecting the turmoil inside me. I turn and leave the office, each step heavier than the last.

	Outside, the campus buzzes with life—students laughing, talking, planning their summers filled with internships, travels, opportunities. I’m surrounded by people, but the loneliness gnaws at me, sharper than ever. Journalism was supposed to be my way out, my path to something meaningful, but now it feels like a dead end. Without the internship I desperately wanted, without housing, I’m lost.

	I take a deep breath as I sit on a bench outside, fumbling in my bag for my insulin pen. It’s become second nature—finding a moment to inject, keeping everything steady even when my world feels anything but. As I press the needle into my skin, I try to push the thought of shared housing out of my mind. The last thing I need is strangers watching me do this, or worse, messing with my stuff.

	I pull out my phone, scrolling through my contacts, debating whether to text the handful of people I met in class. They’re not real friends, just classmates who tolerated my presence. I know it’s pointless, but I draft a message anyway, trying to figure out how to ask for help without sounding pathetic. Before I can hit send, my phone buzzes with a new notification—an Instagram message.

	I freeze.

	Emma Blake.

	The name on my screen pulses like a heartbeat. Emma Blake, the pop star whose music has been the soundtrack to my life for years, whose every move I’ve followed, analyzed, idolized. She’s more than a singer to me; she’s a symbol, a beacon, someone who made me feel seen in a world that barely notices me.

	My thumb hovers over the message, breath caught in my throat. I tap it, and the video starts playing.

	Emma’s face fills the screen, her smile warm, inviting, the kind of smile that makes you feel like she’s speaking only to you. Her voice, soft and melodic, flows into my ears, and for a moment, everything else fades away.

	“Lila, I know you’ve been one of my biggest fans for a long time. I’ve seen your posts, your dedication, and I want to thank you for that. You’ve always supported me, and now I want to do something special for you. I’d like to invite you to Los Angeles, to spend some time at my place, experience my life for a bit, all expenses paid. It’s my way of giving back to someone who’s been there for me. Let me know if you’re interested.”

	The video ends, leaving me in stunned silence. My hands tremble as I replay her words in my mind. Emma Blake—the Emma Blake—wants me to come to Los Angeles. To her house. To experience her life.

	I stare at my phone, trying to make sense of it, trying to believe it’s real. For years, I’ve posted content related to Emma, tagging her in everything, hoping she’d notice me, acknowledge me, maybe even just like a comment. But this—this is beyond anything I ever imagined.

	A flood of thoughts rush through my mind. This could be my chance. A chance to escape, to leave behind the loneliness, the uncertainty, the fear that I’m destined for nothing. Maybe, through Emma, I could meet people, find connections, maybe even land an internship. And then there’s the other reason, the one I’ve never spoken aloud, the one that’s lingered in the back of my mind for six years, the unanswered question that has haunted me.

	I need answers.

	I swallow hard, staring at the screen as if it might disappear at any moment, as if this opportunity might slip through my fingers if I don’t act quickly. I don’t know why Emma has chosen me, why now, but I can’t let this slip away.

	My thumb hovers over the reply button, and with a deep breath, I type, “Yes. I’m interested.”

	I press send, and the message flies into the ether, carrying with it my hopes, my fears, my desperate need for something, anything to change.
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	The fire has finally burned itself out, leaving behind only charred fragments that barely resemble what once was. Chantel's remains are reduced to brittle ashes, scattered like forgotten memories. I scoop them into a small box, the last remnants of her existence, and carry them to the backyard. 

	The hole I dug earlier waits for me, a shallow grave for what’s left. I empty the box, watching as the ashes settle into the earth, and cover them with dirt, pressing the soil down with the heel of my boot until the ground looks undisturbed, as if nothing ever happened.

	It’s over. 

	Whatever guilt I might have felt is buried with her, deep enough that it can’t reach me now. I turn away from the grave, my thoughts already shifting to what needs to be done next.

	I rushed to buy Lila a ticket as soon as I sent her the video. First class, priority boarding—everything taken care of. I need her to trust me, to feel special, like she’s stepping into a dream come true. She’s the key to everything now, the linchpin in my plan, and I can’t afford to make a mistake.

	Lila’s skin is flawless, porcelain-like, the kind that almost seems to glow with youth and vitality. It’s perfect for the experiment, a blank canvas that will reveal exactly what the cream can do. If it doesn’t harm her, then I’ll know it’s safe for me. But I have to be careful, patient. I need her to believe this is all part of some incredible experience, something she’s always dreamed of.

	I informed Victoria about Chantel’s fate. She took the news in stride, as I knew she would. “We’ll handle it,” she said, her tone brisk and efficient, as if covering up a murder was just another task on her to-do list. “Focus on what you need to do.”

	So I have.

	Lila steps through the doorway, her eyes wide, drinking in every detail of the mansion she’s only ever seen in pictures. She’s smaller in person, almost fragile, with a nervous energy that pulses beneath her excitement. Her gaze flits around the room, taking in the high ceilings, the sweeping staircase, the art on the walls—things she’s probably memorized from the countless magazine spreads and social media posts I’ve allowed the world to see. But now, she’s here, standing in the place she’s dreamed about, and the awe in her face is unmistakable.

	“Emma,” she breathes, her voice trembling with a reverence that would be unsettling if I weren’t so used to it by now. “I can’t believe I’m here. I can’t believe this is real.”

	I smile, soft and warm, the way I’ve practiced a thousand times. “I’m so glad you could make it, Lila. I’ve been looking forward to this.”

	Her cheeks flush, and she stammers something about how she never thought this day would come, how much it means to her. I listen, nodding in all the right places, as she spills over with gratitude and disbelief. It’s almost too easy, the way she’s fallen into the role I’ve set for her, the way she’s already molding herself into what I need her to be.

	“Would you like a tour?” I ask, my voice smooth, inviting. “I can show you around, give you a taste of what life is like behind the scenes.”

	Her eyes widen, and she nods eagerly, almost tripping over her own feet as she steps further into the house. I lead her through the rooms, pointing out little details here and there—the grand piano in the music room, the library filled with first editions, the photographs that line the hallway, capturing moments of a life that seems more myth than reality. Lila drinks it all in, her breath catching every so often as she recognizes something from one of her countless hours of research, something she’s already connected to in her mind.

	“It’s all so beautiful,” she says softly, almost to herself. “It’s like stepping into a dream.”

	“I’m glad you think so,” I reply, my voice tinged with just the right amount of humility. “It’s been my sanctuary, my escape from the world.”

	The truth is, this house represents everything I’ve achieved, everything I’ve fought for. I bought it when my first single peaked at number five on the Billboard Hot 100 charts. The royalties from that song, thanks to significant airplay, afforded me this mansion in the hills. It was my symbol of success, a tangible reward for years of hard work. My mom and sisters used to fly out every other week just to enjoy it with me, basking in the luxury that my music had made possible. But those days feel distant now, like a chapter from another life.

	We end the tour in the living room, where the fireplace casts a warm glow across the room. I motion for her to sit, and she does, perched on the edge of the sofa, her posture tense with excitement. I take the chair opposite her, folding one leg over the other, watching as she tries to steady herself, as if she’s afraid she might break something just by being here.

	“So,” I begin, leaning forward slightly, “tell me about you, Lila. I want to know more about the person who’s been so dedicated, so loyal.”

	She blushes again, her hands twisting in her lap. “There’s not much to tell, really. I’m just a normal girl. I’ve loved your music for so long, and it’s gotten me through some really hard times. You’ve been my inspiration.”

	“Inspiration,” I repeat, the word tasting strange on my tongue. “That’s a powerful thing, Lila. To be inspired, to feel a connection like that. It’s rare.”

	She nods, her eyes shining with something close to tears. “I know. That’s why this means so much to me. You’ve given me so much, and I just want to give something back.”

	I smile again, a smile that hides the calculations ticking away in the back of my mind. “That’s all I’ve ever wanted—to make a difference in someone’s life. To give them something they can hold onto.”

	We talk for a while, her words pouring out in a rush, a flood of admiration and devotion that would be overwhelming if I weren’t already so used to it. I keep the conversation light, steering it gently, guiding her to where I need her to be. She tells me about her life, her struggles, the way my music has been a lifeline for her. And all the while, I watch her, study her, trying to determine how much she can take, how far I can push her before the cracks start to show.

	As the evening drifts on, I pour us both a glass of wine, watching as she sips it nervously, her eyes flicking around the room, still unable to fully believe she’s here.

	“Sorry,” she mutters after taking a few sips. “I’m not big on alcohol.”

	“No worries! Do you want to drink anything else?”

	“Anything?”

	I nod. She’s so eager, so trusting, and it’s almost too easy to imagine how I could use that, how I could shape her into the perfect participant in my experiment. But I can’t rush it. Not yet. I need her to feel comfortable, to feel like she belongs here, like this is exactly where she’s meant to be. I need her to trust me completely before I make my move.

	“You know, Lila,” I say, swirling the wine in my glass, “I’ve always believed that true fans are the ones who understand the artist, who see beyond the music and into the heart of what it all means. You’re one of those fans. I can feel it.”

	Her eyes light up, and she nods fervently. “I’ve always felt that way about you, Emma. Like I could see the real you, even when everyone else just saw the image.”

	“The real me,” I murmur, letting the words hang in the air. “That’s what this is all about, isn’t it? Seeing the truth behind the façade, understanding what it really means to live this life.”

	She leans in, hanging on my every word, and I know I’ve got her. She’s right where I need her to be, teetering on the edge, ready to fall into whatever I ask of her.

	“I want to share that with you, Lila,” I continue, my voice soft, almost conspiratorial. “I want to show you what it’s really like, to let you in on the secrets that no one else knows.”

	Her breath catches, and she looks at me with wide, adoring eyes. “I’d do anything for that, Emma. Anything.”

	The unease I feel stirs, a flicker of something cold and calculating that I keep hidden behind my smile. She’s perfect. Everything is falling into place, just as I planned.

	I reach out, placing my hand on hers, feeling the tremor that runs through her at my touch. “Good,” I say, my voice steady, reassuring. “Because I think we’re going to do something truly special together.”

	As the words leave my lips, I watch the way her face lights up, the way her eyes sparkle with a mix of excitement and blind trust. She has no idea what she’s agreed to, no clue what’s really waiting for her in the shadows of this mansion. But that’s the beauty of it, isn’t it? The way she’s walking willingly into the unknown, without a single doubt, without a single question.

	The night stretches on, the fire crackling softly in the background, and I find myself already plotting the next steps, calculating how to initiate the experiment without scaring her away. It has to be perfect, seamless, a dance of deception that she’ll never see coming until it’s too late.

	And as I sit there, watching Lila, listening to her chatter on about how much this means to her, I know that she’s exactly what I’ve been searching for.

	The perfect candidate. 

	The perfect fan. 

	The perfect sacrifice.
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	“The only reason I’m here is because of what she did to my sister.”

	That thought, as dark and heavy as the mansion I’m now in, drives me forward. Each lap I take in the pool brings me closer to the truth I’ve spent years trying to uncover. The water glides around me, indifferent, as I push myself harder, willing my body to go numb, to drown out the thoughts that swirl in my mind. I count each stroke, each breath, a ritual that keeps me grounded in this surreal world I’ve willingly entered.

	Emma Blake’s mansion is the kind of place that belongs in glossy magazines, with its sprawling grounds and endless corridors. Everything here exudes wealth, from the marble floors to the priceless art that adorns the walls. It’s the dream of every girl who grew up with her posters on their bedroom walls—every girl except me.

	I’ve been here for three days now, and it’s not what I expected. We haven’t left the house once, and the excitement I pretended to feel when I first arrived has slowly given way to a gnawing boredom. I thought I’d be thrust into the whirlwind of her life, taken along to glamorous events or secret recording sessions, but instead, it’s been just me and the endless luxury of this place.

	I spend most of my time by the pool, the sun bearing down as I swim lap after lap, trying to pass the time. The water cools my skin, but it does nothing to ease the tension coiled in my chest.

	Emma is kind, at least on the surface, but there’s something about her that doesn’t sit right. It’s in the way she moves, always graceful but too controlled, as if she’s constantly aware of being watched. She checks her reflection obsessively, in every mirror we pass, as though searching for a flaw that only she can see. Her hands glide over her skin, smoothing it down, a touch too frequent, too urgent. And the sunscreen—she applies it repeatedly, even when we’re inside, as though she’s terrified of the sun finding a way in.

	At first, I dismissed it as the quirks of a woman who has lived too long under the spotlight. After all, being Emma Blake must come with pressures I can’t even begin to imagine. But the more I observe her, the more these small oddities start to pile up, forming a picture I’m not sure I want to see.

	In the afternoons, after another monotonous session of laps in the pool, I wander the mansion. It’s a maze, each room more extravagant than the last, filled with treasures from around the world—artifacts that scream of a life lived far beyond the ordinary. I glide through the corridors, my fingers brushing against the marble walls, taking in the opulence that surrounds me.

	But it’s not the grandeur that holds my interest. It’s the secrets this place seems to hide. There are locked doors, rooms that she keeps hidden from view. 

	One door in particular catches my eye, tucked away at the end of a long hallway. It’s plain, almost stark compared to the rest of the house, and it intrigues me more than anything else I’ve seen.

	I stand before it, my heart beating a little faster. The temptation to open it, to see what’s inside, gnaws at me. My hand hovers over the doorknob, fingers itching to turn it, but I hesitate.

	What am I really looking for? What do I expect to find?

	I tell myself it’s just curiosity, but I know it’s more than that. I’m here for a reason—a reason I’ve kept hidden even from myself at times.

	My sister. 

	She was the real star, the one with the talent, the drive. The one who disappeared without a trace after meeting Emma. And I’ve spent years pretending to be the devoted fan, the girl who would do anything to get close to her idol, all to get here, to this moment.

	Just as I muster the courage to turn the knob, a voice cuts through the silence, sharp and commanding.

	“Lila, what are you doing?”

	I spin around, my heart leaping into my throat. Emma stands behind me, her eyes narrowed, a flicker of suspicion in them. I force a smile, hoping it doesn’t look as brittle as it feels.

	“I got lost,” I say, the lie slipping easily from my lips. “This place is huge. I was just trying to find my way back.”

	She doesn’t move, doesn’t take her eyes off me. For a moment, the tension between us feels almost suffocating, and I wonder if she knows—if she can see right through me, into the heart of my deception. But then she relaxes, her expression softening into that familiar, polished smile.

	“Come on,” she says, her tone lighter now. “Let’s get something to eat. I have something special planned for tonight.”

	I nod, falling into step beside her as we walk back down the hallway, but my mind races. What’s behind that door? And why did she seem so desperate to keep me away from it? I feel a twinge of unease, but I push it down, reminding myself of the role I’m playing, the persona I’ve cultivated so carefully over the years.

	As we walk, I glance at her, studying the flawless skin, the perfectly styled hair. Emma Blake, the woman the world idolizes, the woman I’ve pretended to idolize for so long. But beneath the surface, there’s something else, something darker. And I’m not just here to find out what happened to my sister. I’m here to make sure it never happens again.

	Emma leads me to the dining room, where a lavish spread awaits. The table is set with fine china and crystal glasses, the kind of setting that should be reserved for royalty. But it’s just the two of us, a silent meal punctuated by polite conversation that feels more like a performance than a genuine connection.

	She gestures for me to sit, her smile warm, almost maternal. “I hope you’re hungry. My chef, Melinda, prepared this just for us.”

	“It looks amazing,” I reply, taking my seat and trying to focus on the present moment, even though my mind keeps drifting back to that locked door.

	She watches me as I serve myself, her eyes sharp, assessing. “So, Lila, how’s Columbia treating you? What are you studying?”

	“Literature,” I say, the lie slipping easily from my lips. “I’ve always loved reading, getting lost in different worlds.”

	Emma nods, seeming pleased with my answer. “That’s wonderful. A good book can be such an escape, can’t it? I remember getting lost in novels during my tours, when everything felt too much.”

	I take a bite of the salad, its crispness sharp against my teeth. “Do you live here alone?” I ask, feigning casual curiosity.

	She hesitates, just for a moment, before answering. “Yes, it’s just me now. I had someone, Trixie, who helped with things around the house, but I had to let her go. She was always late, and I can’t have that in my life. Not when everything needs to run smoothly.”

	I nod, filing away that piece of information. “That makes sense. Everything here seems so… perfect. I guess you need people who can keep up with that.”

	Emma’s smile widens, her eyes glinting with something I can’t quite place. “Perfection is necessary in this world, Lila. Especially in mine.”

	The way she says it sends a chill through me, but I push it down, keeping my expression neutral. “The food is incredible. Did you make it yourself?”

	She laughs, a light, practiced sound. “Oh, no. I’m awful in the kitchen. Melinda takes care of all that. Cooking has never been my strong suit.”

	I force a smile, trying to seem engaged, but all I can think about is the locked door, and what might be behind it. “I can’t imagine you have much time for cooking, with everything else you do.”

	“Exactly,” she agrees, leaning forward slightly. “But I’m trying to slow down a bit, you know? Focus on what really matters.”

	“Like your new album?” I ask, trying to steer the conversation back to something that might reveal more about her.

	“Yes, exactly,” Emma says, her eyes brightening. “I’ve been working on something really special. It’s different from anything I’ve done before—more personal, more raw. And since you’re here, you’ll be the first person outside the label to hear it.”

	I pretend to be excited, my heart racing for entirely different reasons. “Really? That’s… wow. I don’t even know what to say.”

	“You don’t have to say anything,” she replies, her tone softening. “Just be honest when you hear it. I want your real thoughts.”

	Gosh, I’m starting to realize how fast I’ve become embedded in her life.

	“Of course,” I say, forcing a smile. “I can’t wait.”

	She nods, satisfied, and we continue eating in silence for a while. My mind drifts again, back to my sister, to the memories of her that have haunted me for years. I think about the last time I saw her, the excitement in her eyes when she talked about meeting Emma Blake, the hope that she would finally get her big break.

	And then… nothing. Just silence, and the endless questions that followed.

	“What about your family?” Emma asks suddenly, breaking into my thoughts. “Do you see them often?”

	I hesitate, caught off guard by the question. “Not as much as I’d like,” I say carefully. “My parents work a lot, and we’re not that close. I guess it’s just how it’s always been.”

	She nods, her gaze softening slightly. “It’s hard when you don’t have that kind of connection, isn’t it?”

	“Yeah,” I say quietly, trying to sound sincere. “It can be.”

	Emma reaches across the table, placing her hand over mine. The gesture is meant to be comforting, but it only makes me more uneasy. “Well, you have me now,” she says, her voice low, almost soothing. “You’re not alone anymore, Lila.”

	I force another smile, nodding as if I’m grateful for her words, but inside, I feel a coldness creeping in. I’m not here for connection, or friendship, or any of the things she thinks she’s offering me.

	I’m here for the truth. And I won’t leave until I get it.

	But for now, I play my part, keeping my smile in place, my voice steady. “Thank you, Emma. That means a lot.”

	She smiles back, a satisfied glint in her eyes, as if she’s won something.

	But she hasn’t won. 

	Not yet.
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	I don’t know where to put my energy anymore. 

	It scatters, bounces between panic and distraction, between the growing fear inside me and the endless need to keep up appearances. The mole on my shoulder—it’s not just a spot. It’s a constant reminder, a whisper of death that won’t let go, spreading beneath my skin like a slow, rotting thing.

	Death isn’t the sudden, dramatic end we’re taught to fear. It’s the creeping decay, the rot that you can’t outrun, no matter how hard you try. It’s this mole, dark and insistent, taunting me with its growth, a silent countdown I can’t stop.

	And now I’m taking Lila around the city, playing the part of the star who’s gracious and warm, giving her most devoted fan an unforgettable experience. But underneath, beneath every smile, there’s a frantic need to stay in motion, to distract myself from the thought that the mole is growing, spreading like a stain across my skin. I can’t let it catch up to me. I can’t let it consume me.

	At The Grove, I pretend to enjoy the shops, the people, the sights. I laugh and nod as if I’m present, but every few minutes I find myself checking my watch or my phone—anything to give me a reason to slip away and reapply the sunscreen that now feels like armor. Lila chatters beside me, completely oblivious to the tension gnawing at me, marveling at everything as if it’s all part of some grand dream. I let her believe that. Let her think this is for her.

	“You’re so kind to spend this time with me, Emma,” Lila says, awe dripping from every word. “I can’t believe you’re doing all this.”

	I smile, brittle, like the mask could crack at any moment. “I wanted to give you something special, something you’ll never forget.”

	And that’s true. She won’t forget this. I’ll make sure of it.

	As we stroll through the outdoor mall, the crowd parts around us, whispers following in our wake. I hear my name passed from one person to the next, a ripple of excitement. It should feel validating, reassuring, but today it’s just another weight pressing down, another reminder of how far I’ve fallen into this cage of fame.

	Trevor, my security, keeps his distance but hovers in the background like a shadow, making sure no one gets too close. He’s good at his job, a buffer between me and the world, but even with him there, the constant encounters feel endless.

	A teenage girl, shaking as she asks for a photo. A mother with a baby, rambling about how much my music means to her. A middle-aged man saying his wife is my biggest fan. I smile, I pose, I thank them, but my mind is somewhere else entirely, locked in a suffocating battle with the panic tightening around my chest. The mole, the damn mole—it’s all I can think about. I make an excuse, retreating into the nearest store to slather on more sunscreen, hiding from the world for a moment.

	When I return, Lila’s waiting outside Barnes & Noble, her face glowing with excitement. “Can we go in?” she asks, her voice tinged with hope, like a child.

	“Of course,” I reply, my voice sounding like it belongs to someone else. “Pick whatever you want. My treat.”

	Her eyes widen, and she hesitates for a second before nodding, following me inside. The familiar scent of books, of paper and ink, wraps around us as we step through the aisles. It should be comforting, but nothing feels right anymore. Lila moves through the shelves with reverence, fingers trailing over the spines as if she’s touching something sacred.

	I watch her, feeling something strange twist inside me. There’s a part of me that envies her, her innocence, her simplicity. The way she can lose herself in a moment without this constant gnawing fear tearing her apart.

	She pulls a book from the shelf, holding it up with a hopeful smile. “This one looks great. It’s about a girl who finds out she’s the last of her kind, destined to either save or destroy the world.”

	I nod absently. “Get it. Get anything you like.”

	Her smile widens, and she adds the book to the growing stack in her arms. I trail behind her, my mind tangled in thoughts of the mole, of what it could mean, of what it could become. The fear gnaws at me, no matter how hard I try to ignore it, relentless, always there, like a shadow lurking just behind every thought.

	By the time we reach the checkout, Lila’s collected a small tower of books, her face flushed with happiness. I hand over my credit card, barely glancing at the total, signing the receipt with a mind elsewhere.

	“Thank you, Emma,” she says as we step outside, gratitude spilling from her voice. “This means so much to me.”

	“You deserve it,” I reply, forcing the smile back into place. “You’ve been so supportive.”

	We keep walking, the heat pressing against my skin, but all I can think about is the urge to reapply the sunscreen. It’s becoming compulsive, this need to protect myself, to shield myself from the decay that’s spreading beneath the surface. But I push the urge down, trying to focus on Lila, on keeping her happy, on making sure she doesn’t notice the cracks in my facade.

	As we pass a clothing store, she hesitates, glancing at the display in the window. “Could we… maybe…?” she trails off, uncertain, looking to me for permission.

	“Go ahead,” I say, waving her inside. “I’ll wait here.”

	Lila nods and disappears into the store, leaving me alone on the sidewalk. I take out my phone, scrolling through emails, scanning for anything that might distract me from the growing dread. It’s all static, just background noise that can’t drown out the fear.

	Trevor steps closer, his eyes flicking toward me. “Everything okay, Ms. Blake?”

	I nod without looking up. “Just keep an eye on things.”

	He steps back, and I continue scrolling, barely absorbing the words on the screen. Everything feels distant, like none of it really matters anymore.

	Lila emerges from the store a few minutes later, holding a small bag in her hand. “I just got one thing,” she says, almost apologetically. “I didn’t want to take advantage.”

	“You could never,” I reply, tucking my phone away. “Shall we keep going?”

	She nods, falling into step beside me, her excitement bubbling over as she talks about the books she picked out, about how much she’s looking forward to reading them. I nod at all the right moments, pretending to listen, but my mind is elsewhere, fixated on the mole, on the sunscreen, on the creeping dread that never leaves me.

	We walk past a fountain, and a young girl rushes up, eyes wide with excitement. “Emma! Emma Blake! Can I get a picture?”

	I glance at Trevor, who’s already moving forward to gently guide her away, but I stop him with a wave. “It’s fine,” I say, crouching down to the girl’s level. “What’s your name?”

	“Sophie,” she says, her voice trembling with excitement.

	“Nice to meet you, Sophie,” I say, forcing a smile as I take her phone and snap a quick selfie with her. “You have a great day, okay?”

	She beams, glowing with happiness as she rushes back to her mother, who’s watching from a distance. I straighten, the smile slipping from my face as I hand the phone back to Trevor.

	“You’re so great with your fans,” Lila says, admiration spilling from her voice. “It’s amazing how you take the time for them.”

	“They’re the reason I’m here,” I say, my tone flat, hollow. She doesn’t notice the emptiness behind my words. Or if she does, she’s too caught up in her awe to mention it. She keeps talking, her voice filling the space between us as we continue walking.

	I let her talk. I let her fill the void while my mind drifts back to the fear that never leaves, the fear I can’t shake, no matter how hard I try.

	At Eggslut, I barely touch my food. Lila watches me closely, concern flickering across her face, but I wave it off. “Not hungry,” I say, the words empty.

	She nods, looking relieved, and I feel a strange satisfaction in how easy it is to manipulate her, to guide her reactions with just a few words. I steer the conversation, keeping it light, but always bringing it back to what I need from her, shaping her into the role I’ve crafted.

	I’ve been thinking about this for days, letting it stew in the back of my mind until the timing felt right. Now, as we leave the restaurant, I finally say it. “Why don’t you stay a bit longer with me? There’s so much more I want to show you. We’ve been having such a great time, and I could really use the help. Think of it like an internship.”

	Lila’s face lights up, pure gratitude spilling over in her expression. “Really? I’d love that, Emma. I didn’t want to impose, but if you’re sure…”

	“I’m sure,” I cut her off gently, before she can finish. “I could use the company.”

	She agrees immediately, and it’s everything I anticipated. Her trust in me is so absolute, so unwavering. I feel a strange satisfaction in knowing she’s ready to please me, desperate for my approval. It’s not surprising; I’ve been cultivating this moment, planting seeds, watching them grow.

	At first, I ask small things—subtle requests that seem harmless, even friendly. Fetch this, organize that, help me apply the sunscreen I insist on using every half hour. She doesn’t question a single thing. She just nods, happy to be of service.

	We visit Grauman’s Chinese Theater. I walk her through the place, showing her the famous handprints and signatures etched in the pavement, relics of a time that feels distant now. She’s fascinated, of course. Her eyes widen with every name I point out, hanging on every story I tell as though each word holds some hidden treasure. I’ve told these stories hundreds of times, but for her, it’s all new.

	I should be present with her, but my mind isn’t there. It’s back with the mole, with the way my skin feels tight—stretched—like it’s expanding, growing with every second. The fear is always there, just beneath the surface, gnawing at me.

	“Are you okay, Emma?” Lila asks after a while. Her brow furrows, genuine concern in her expression. “You seem a little… distracted.”

	I force a laugh, brushing her concern aside with a wave of my hand. “Just tired. It’s been a long week.”

	She nods, accepting the explanation. I can see the doubt lingering in her eyes, but she doesn’t press. She never does. Lila just follows, trusts me to guide her through the day. From one landmark to the next, we keep moving, but the fear doesn’t loosen its grip. It eats away at what’s left of my composure, sinking deeper with every step.

	Our final stop is Venice Beach. 

	The chaos here, the noise, the sheer volume of people, feels unbearable. My grip tightens on the umbrella I’m using like a shield. Sweat prickles at the back of my neck, and I’m sure Lila can sense my growing tension. She sticks close, her steps uncertain as she tries to match my pace.

	She’s confused, though I doubt she’d admit it. The day has been a whirlwind of places with little meaning, with me dragging her from one location to another without any real enjoyment. There’s no rhythm, no purpose to any of it.

	“Maybe we should go back,” she suggests quietly, her voice almost timid. “You don’t seem like yourself, Emma.”

	“I’m fine,” I snap, harsher than intended. The look on her face falls, hurt flashing in her eyes for the briefest moment.

	“I just want to help,” she murmurs, barely audible against the backdrop of noise around us.

	And that’s when it hits me—how perfectly positioned she is, how easily I could use her need to help, her willingness to serve. She’s already soft, malleable in my hands. All it will take is a little more pressure, and she’ll do exactly what I need her to do.

	“You can help,” I say, softening my tone as I reach out, resting my hand on her arm. The touch is calculated, reassuring. “There’s something important I need you to do for me.”

	Her eyes light up again, a mix of eagerness and devotion spilling from her expression. She nods without hesitation. “Of course, Emma. Anything you need.”

	I smile, but it’s hollow, more a baring of teeth than anything else. I can already feel the plan taking shape in my mind, solidifying with each passing second. The manipulation, the control—it’s effortless. Why shouldn’t it be? Lila wants to be part of my world, and I’m giving her exactly that. She’ll follow my lead, she’ll do what I ask, and she’ll never realize what’s happening until it’s too late.

	We walk back to the car. She chatters on about how amazing the day has been, spilling gratitude over the simplest gestures, but my mind is somewhere else. I’m already calculating the next steps, planning how to initiate the experiment without her ever knowing.

	We’re in this together now, bound by something darker than she could ever understand.

	Death lingers in the mundane. It’s not a dramatic, sweeping thing; it’s wrapped in the rituals we cling to, the talismans we think will stave it off. The lotions, the serums, the endless potions that promise to smooth, to erase, to restore. What are they but prayers we whisper, hoping time will forget us for just a little while?

	But aging isn’t something you can escape, no matter how much hope you pour into bottles labeled “Rejuvenate” or “Restore.” I’ve spent years chasing the illusion, spent fortunes on promises that always fall short. And now I’m thirty-four, haunted by a mole that refuses to be ignored.

	Lila sits across from me in the sunroom, oblivious to the battle raging inside my head. The space feels too open, too exposed. I haven’t been here in weeks, haven’t been able to stand the windows, the vulnerability. She’s talking about something—an album cover, maybe, or a concert. I can’t be sure. I’m not listening. My mind circles back to Venice Beach, to the idea that’s taken root since then.

	“I’ve been working on something special,” I say, cutting her off mid-sentence. Her eyes widen, her full attention snapping to me.

	“What is it?” she asks, excitement clear in her voice, eager for whatever I’m offering.

	“It’s a skincare line,” I lie. The words roll off my tongue with ease. “I’ve been developing it for years. It’s more than just rejuvenation. It’s transformation.”

	Her face lights up, glowing with the kind of awe that makes me sick. “That sounds amazing, Emma! I knew you were working on something big!”

	I nod, feeling the weight of the lie settle into place. “I want you to be the first to try it. You’ve been with me through so much. It only feels right that you should be part of this.”

	Her hands tremble with excitement. “Me? You want me to be the first?”

	“Of course,” I reply, my tone measured. “It’s already been approved, but I need your feedback before we launch. I trust you.”

	She beams, all hesitation gone. I can see the decision forming in her mind. She’ll do it. She’ll do anything I ask, and she won’t question a thing.

	I reach for the small jar sitting beside me, carefully prepared for this moment. Unscrewing the lid, I reveal a thick cream that glows faintly in the dim light. “This is the first product. It’s designed to penetrate the skin at the cellular level, repairing and rejuvenating from the inside out.”

	Lila leans forward, eyes fixed on the jar like it holds the answer to every insecurity she’s ever had. “It looks incredible,” she whispers.

	I dip my fingers into the cream, spreading it slowly over my hand, letting her watch how it absorbs, leaving no trace behind. “Go ahead,” I say, offering the jar. “Try it.”

	She hesitates only for a second before mimicking my movements, spreading the cream over her hands. Her expression shifts from awe to reverence, like she’s participating in something sacred.

	“It feels different,” she says, her voice quiet. “Like it’s working already.”

	“It is,” I assure her, watching closely, every flicker of emotion written on her face. “And this is just the beginning. If you like it, there’s more. A whole regimen that will change everything.”

	Her eagerness is a hunger I’ve carefully nurtured, ensuring her investment in this lie. “I’ll do anything you need, Emma. You know that.”

	I smile, small and controlled. “I knew I could count on you.”

	We talk for a while longer, her questions flowing freely. I let her sink deeper into the role I’ve crafted for her, feeding her just enough to keep her hooked. And all the while, my mind spins, calculating the next steps, the next phase of the experiment she’s unknowingly become a part of.

	The cream isn't something you’d find on the shelves of any luxury boutique, no matter how exclusive. I sourced it from a place far removed from the gleaming counters of department stores, from a contact buried deep within the layers of the beauty industry’s underbelly. 

	It’s a formulation whispered about among those desperate enough to try anything, concocted by a chemist who’d long abandoned ethics for results. 

	They say it can do more than smooth wrinkles or lighten scars; it’s supposed to regenerate, to repair skin at a level far beyond what’s considered safe. 

	The kind of thing that skirts the edges of legality, where the FDA’s reach can’t quite grasp.

	I’m not a scientist, but I know desperation when I see it. I don’t understand all the technical jargon, the references to cellular regeneration or dermal restructuring, but the promise behind it—the idea that it might be strong enough to undo whatever is happening on my shoulder—that’s what matters. It was a gamble, sourcing it, even more so applying it to Lila, but 

	I had to see. 

	Had to know if there was a chance, however slim, that it could work.

	Lila doesn’t have skin cancer. She’s young, flawless in the way only someone untouched by time can be. Her skin is perfect, not a blemish to be found, and that’s precisely why I chose her. I need a blank canvas, someone untouched by the kind of decay that terrifies me. If it works on her, then maybe—just maybe—it can work on me. 

	And if it doesn’t, well, she’ll be none the wiser. She’ll think it’s all part of the process, an elaborate test run for a product that will never see the light of day.

	But there’s a risk. If Lila doesn’t see results, if she begins to doubt, to question, the entire charade could collapse.

	 And I can’t afford that. Not now, when I’m so close to discovering whether this might be my salvation.

	When Lila returns to the room, her excitement palpable, I feel the tension in my chest ease slightly. She’s still under the spell, still trusting in the illusion I’ve crafted for her. 
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	Nobody likes picking up dry cleaning. 

	It’s one of those tasks that’s mundane, tedious, and completely unavoidable. Standing at the counter, I’m reminded that it’s just another one of the small jobs that define what it means to be useful in someone else’s life. The alarm on my phone buzzes in my pocket—a reminder to apply the skincare cream Emma insists I use. 

	I fish out the little jar from my bag, its sleek, high-end packaging almost laughable compared to the life I’d lived before I came here. I could never afford luxury products like this on my own, but something about it still feels fake, like it’s just some overpriced nonsense Emma slapped her name on to sell to the gullible masses.

	Still, the cream has a strange allure. 

	I rub it into my skin, trying not to think too hard about the absurdity of it all. It’s smoother than anything I’ve used before, but there’s an undercurrent of unease that I can’t shake. It’s been easier than I thought to stay here this long. Emma’s so starved for companionship that she hasn’t questioned my presence. Maybe she’s lonely. Maybe that’s why she lets me stick around, why she wants me to be part of her world.

	Or maybe it’s because she doesn’t see the threat standing right in front of her.

	I head out of the dry cleaner’s, my mind wandering back to that door in her mansion, the one she caught me snooping around. What could be behind it? Part of me hopes it’s something—anything—that belonged to my sister. Some kind of clue, a piece of evidence that might lead me to what really happened. Realistically, Emma wouldn’t keep anything incriminating in her house. 

	She’s too careful for that. 

	But I need to start somewhere, and that locked door feels like a good place to begin.

	The memories of my sister flood back as I drive through the winding streets. She was always the bright one, always the singer. I remember her voice filling the house, hitting notes that made the walls hum. She went viral after covering a pop song, her videos spreading across the internet like wildfire. 

	That’s how the label found her. 

	Emma Blake’s protégé—that’s what they called her. For a little while, everything seemed perfect. And then, suddenly, she was gone. 

	No answers. 

	No explanations. 

	Just silence.

	I called her a hundred times, but every call went straight to voicemail. It was as if she’d vanished into thin air, leaving me with nothing but questions. Questions that have led me here, to Emma Blake’s world, to the place where my sister’s life intertwined with this pop star’s glamorous existence before it unraveled.

	A giant house looms ahead, nestled high in the hills. It belongs to Victoria, someone important in Emma’s circle. I pull up to the gated entrance, gripping the steering wheel tighter than necessary. A woman in a designer blazer appears from the shadows of the doorway, her polished appearance practically shimmering with wealth. 

	Victoria approaches, her heels clicking sharply against the pavement as she makes her way to the car. I hand her an envelope, her manicured nails briefly brushing mine as she accepts it without a word.

	"Thank you," she says, her tone flat, the interaction so brief it’s unsettling.

	I watch as she slips the envelope into her purse and turns on her heel, already pulling out a wad of cash. She doesn’t look back as she walks away. It’s the kind of transaction I’ve come to expect around people like her—quick, cold, and distant. Still, it confuses me. Why the money? Why the silence?

	I climb back into the car, my head swimming with questions I can’t answer yet. The drive back to Emma’s house feels longer than it should, the weight of everything pressing down on me as the mansion comes into view once more.

	When I step inside, the day picks up its usual pace. I’m no longer just Lila. Here, I’m the new Trixie, the assistant Emma introduces me as to anyone who asks.

	Inside the mansion, Emma sits at her vanity, slathering on another layer of sunscreen with a precision that borders on obsession. I watch her, noticing how her hands shake ever so slightly, betraying a fragility she works hard to hide. Thirty-four is a strange age, I think. It’s not young, but it’s not old either. It’s like being in limbo—no longer a promising newcomer, but not quite irrelevant yet. 

	For Emma, it’s a precarious position, and it shows. She’s standing on the edge of something, and I can’t help but wonder which way she’ll fall.

	“Thanks for letting me stick around longer,” I say, trying to keep my voice light.

	She meets my eyes in the mirror, a faint smile tugging at her lips. “It’s nice to have company.”

	Her words hang between us, soft and vulnerable in a way I hadn’t expected. It makes me feel something I don’t want to feel—a flicker of guilt, maybe. I shove it down quickly, reminding myself why I’m here. This isn’t about friendship or loyalty. I’m here for answers, and I can’t let her distract me from that.

	As we finish getting ready, I can’t stop wondering what her new album will sound like. She hasn’t played me anything yet, just dropped vague hints about it being more personal, different from her earlier work. I’m curious, but apprehensive too. I know too much now, seen too many cracks in her polished exterior. Her music will never sound the same to me again. I’ll hear the desperation, the fear that clings to her every move.

	“Ready?” Emma’s voice pulls me back into the moment. I nod, forcing a smile. “Yeah, let’s go.”

	In the car, Emma drives with a tense energy, reapplying sunscreen whenever she can. It’s like she’s terrified of the sun, and I find myself wondering why. I apply the cream she’s given me, feeling its smooth texture on my skin. It seems luxurious, but I can’t help thinking it’s just more marketing nonsense.

	We pull up to the studio, and Emma hands over my phone. “No phones during the session,” she says, her tone firm. I hand it over without protest, relieved in a way. The less distractions, the better.

	Inside, Emma introduces me to Lena and Nathan, the songwriters she’s been working with. There’s a tension in the room, one that clings to every corner, and I can feel the weight of it pressing in. Lena sits with a notebook filled with scribbled ideas, her pen hovering over the page like she’s waiting for inspiration to strike. Nathan strums his guitar absentmindedly, his fingers dancing over the strings without purpose.

	“Lila, this is Lena and Nathan,” Emma says with a wave of her hand. Her voice is dismissive, and she barely looks in my direction. “They’re the ones making this album unforgettable.”

	Lena nods, polite but distant. “Nice to meet you.”

	Nathan offers a brief smile, but his attention quickly returns to his guitar. They don’t care about me. I’m just another accessory in Emma’s world, another face in the background. I bite back my frustration and take a seat, staying quiet, observing.

	Emma crosses her legs, eyes sharp as she looks between Lena and Nathan. “We need something raw. This album has to be me—really me. Not the polished version, but the real thing.”

	Lena nods, her pen finally meeting the paper. “People connect with honesty. If it’s real, they’ll feel it.”

	Emma’s jaw tightens. “Sony hasn’t said a word about renewing my contract. I’m starting to think they’re waiting for this album so they can drop me for the next TikTok sensation.”

	Nathan’s fingers pause over the guitar strings, his brow furrowing. “You’re not just a trend, Emma. You’ve got staying power.”

	Emma’s eyes darken. “I’m not some flash in the pan. I’ve worked too hard to let them toss me aside.”

	Lena glances at me, then back at Emma. “Maybe we should write about that. About the fear of becoming irrelevant.”

	Emma waves her off. “That’s too obvious. I want something that shows how messy this all is.”

	The conversation continues, their words bouncing around the room, but my mind drifts to my sister. She’s always there, in the back of my thoughts. She was so close to something big, and then she was gone. And now, here I am, sitting in the middle of the world that took her away from me. 

	The truth is close, I can feel it. I just have to keep playing my part. Keep getting closer to Emma, and soon, I’ll have the answers I’ve been searching for.

	The conversation drifts between them, words floating like threads, connecting in ways I’m not part of. I can feel the weight of their expectations pressing down on me, thickening the space. I clear my throat, wanting to carve out a place for myself, if only for a moment.

	“Maybe—” My voice barely escapes before Emma’s gaze sharpens, slicing through the room.

	“Lila.” Her tone drips with false warmth, condescending in a way that makes my skin prickle. “You’re here to observe. Let us handle the creative side, alright?”

	I swallow the lump in my throat, nodding, though her words sting deeper than I let on. She’s reminded me of my place, on the outskirts of this world they share, watching but never truly belonging. It’s like being a child again, silenced, patted on the head and placed on the sidelines.

	Lena notices the shift, sensing the tension Emma stirred. She redirects, her voice probing the air. “What about anger? That kind that makes you lose control, where you don’t even remember what you did afterward?”

	Emma’s eyes light up, and I catch the spark of recognition there, something dark. “Yes. When I’m angry, I sometimes black out. I don’t remember anything… what I’ve said, what I’ve done. It’s terrifying, but there’s also something freeing about it. Like I’m not responsible for the person I become.”

	Nathan strums a chord, his face shadowed in concentration. “That’s powerful. We could shape the song around that, the fear of losing yourself, and the chaos that comes after when you have to face the pieces.”

	Emma’s features soften slightly, though there’s still an edge behind her smile. “That’s exactly it. People will relate to that fear, but it’ll make them uncomfortable too. That’s the sweet spot.”

	I try to focus on their words, but something about the way Emma talks, how she seems to savor this part of herself, unsettles me. She revels in the idea of losing control, as if the darkness is something she wears proudly, like a second skin. I watch her, trying to understand the layers beneath her surface, feeling like I’m teetering at the edge of something too deep.

	As they begin weaving together the song, Lena scribbling lyrics while Nathan plucks the melody into shape, I drift toward the door, the room suffocating in its unspoken boundaries. Outside, I pull out my phone, my thumb hovering over the screen. 

	Who am I even going to text? 

	There’s no one.

	 Friends, if you could call them that, are only casual acquaintances from nights out at clubs. My parents? The idea is laughable. 

	My mom wouldn’t even notice. My dad? Lost in his haze of drugs, another ghost in my life.

	I open a game instead, tapping mindlessly at the screen, trying to push away the emptiness that seeps in. After a few moments, I shove the phone back into my pocket and head inside. Emma's eyes immediately flick to my hand, her smile fading.

	“No phones during sessions,” she says, her voice a thread of command. “Put it in my bag.”

	I hesitate, irritation bubbling up inside me. It’s ridiculous. I’m getting paid to sit here, to exist, not to argue. Without a word, I drop the phone into her oversized purse, forcing myself to let it go. Not worth the fight, I remind myself. Just breathe.

	I slip back into the rhythm of their process, Lena jotting down more lyrics, Nathan testing chords, and Emma overseeing it all like a queen orchestrating her court. Her glances dart toward me every so often, ensuring I stay exactly where she wants me—silent, obedient, in the background.

	They’re almost done now, the song beginning to take on its final form. But the more they craft, the more it feels like this isn’t just about the music. It’s a confession, a piece of Emma’s soul laid bare, though she’d never call it that. She talks about blacking out, about the terror of losing control, but there’s an unsettling pride in the way she describes it. Like she enjoys the monster within.

	I try, once again, to contribute—just a small suggestion about the bridge, something to soften the transition. Emma’s head snaps toward me, her voice dripping with false sweetness.

	“Lila,” she says, her words edged with warning. “We need to focus. Maybe take notes or something.”

	Her dismissal hits like a slap, sharp and cold, but I force a smile, nodding like I’ve learned to do. No point pushing back. Not yet. I swallow down the heat rising inside me, sinking into my chair as they finalize the song.

	When it’s done, Emma reclines, satisfaction curling across her face. “This is it. This song is going to be the one that changes everything. It’s raw, it’s honest, and it’s going to make people see me differently.”

	I nod again, playing the role she expects, but inside, unease coils tighter. There’s something beneath the surface of all this, something far more dangerous than she’s letting on. Emma thinks she’s got everything under control, but I can feel the cracks starting to show.

	As the session winds down, Emma’s gaze softens, a rare moment of warmth breaking through. “You’re going to love how this turns out, Lila. Trust me.”

	I offer her another smile, though it feels thin, fragile. There’s a storm gathering around her, and I’m standing in its path. No one else seems to see it, but it’s coming. And when it hits, I know it’s going to be destructive in ways none of us can predict.
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	June 1st, 2024

	 

	I wake with a strange sensation crawling over my skin, an itch I can’t quite reach. It clings to me, heavy and unsettling. My stomach churns, not from hunger, but from something deeper—an unease that’s become my constant companion. I sit up slowly, trying to shake it off, but it lingers, like a shadow I can't escape. I glance at my phone, realizing I’ve barely slept. The days blend together now, each one more disjointed than the last.

	In the kitchen, the table is set, as always, with an absurd spread. Emma, as serene as ever, sips her green smoothie, her expression distant. I take my usual seat across from her, pushing around the food on my plate. The eggs look perfect, but they feel strange in my mouth, slick and tasteless. I force them down, though my stomach rolls with every bite. Across from me, Emma watches, her gaze too sharp, too attentive.

	“You’re quiet today,” she says, her voice smooth but carrying an edge I can’t quite place. “Everything alright?”

	I nod, offering her a smile that doesn’t reach my eyes. “Just tired. Didn’t sleep much.”

	She tilts her head slightly, still studying me. “You’ve been pushing yourself. It’s normal to feel run down. Stress has a funny way of creeping up on you. It can make you sick.”

	A shiver runs through me. Her words feel too pointed, too knowing. But I brush it off. “Yeah, probably just that. I’ll take it easy.”

	Her fingers trace the rim of her glass, slow and deliberate. “You know, when I was your age, I didn’t have anyone to talk to. No one who really understood.”

	I look up at her, caught off guard by the sudden shift in tone. Emma rarely opens up. “What do you mean?”

	She hesitates for a moment, then continues, her voice soft but laced with something darker. “My uncle used to beat me. My parents were always working, so they’d leave me and my sisters with him. They never asked what happened when they were gone.”

	Her words hang between us, heavy and unexpected. I swallow hard, unsure of how to respond. “That’s… awful. I’m sorry, Emma.”

	She shrugs, her gaze drifting away. “It was a long time ago. But sometimes, I can’t remember certain things. Like my mind blocks it out, protects me.”

	I hesitate. “Do you ever want to remember? To face it?”

	Her eyes meet mine, unreadable. “Sometimes. But some things are better left forgotten.”

	I nod, unsure if I agree but unwilling to press further. The silence stretches between us, thick with things left unsaid. I glance at the clock, its ticking filling the room. Emma finally breaks the tension, her voice lighter now, as if the moment had passed. “Enough about that. How’s everything going for you, Lila? Settling in?”

	I force another smile, pushing back the unease that’s settled in my chest. “It’s... different. But good. It’ll be nice to go back to New York, though.”

	She smiles, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. “Well, I’m glad you’re here. If you need anything, just let me know.”

	She slides a piece of paper across the table, her fingers brushing mine as she does. I unfold it, scanning the list—dry cleaning, organic fruits, almond milk, mineral water. Typical. It feels like I’m sinking deeper into her world with every task, but I smile, nodding. “I’ll take care of it.”

	“You’re a lifesaver,” she says softly, watching me with an intensity that makes me want to run.

	I gather my things, preparing to leave. The moment I step outside, the world feels different. Brighter, harsher. My skin prickles again, that strange sensation crawling over me, but I push it aside. The errands, as mundane as they are, help me feel grounded, even if they aren’t my own.

	At the dry cleaners, the woman behind the counter smiles when she hears Emma’s name, offering me a garment wrapped in plastic with an air of reverence. “Please tell her we’ve included an extra service, at no charge,” she says, as if she’s offering a gift to royalty. I nod, accepting the dresses, their weight a strange reminder of the life I’m navigating.

	Next, the market. 

	I move through the aisles, selecting the finest fruits, almond milk, the brand she prefers—double the price of the others. I move mechanically, grabbing what I need without thinking. Yet, the farther I go, the more my head spins, a dull ache forming behind my eyes. I rub my temples, but it does little to help. In the checkout line, I catch a glimpse of my reflection in the glass—pale, drawn. It’s been happening more often, these strange waves of exhaustion, the dizziness. I chalk it up to stress, the pressure of keeping up with Emma’s demands.

	The boutique on Melrose hands me a dress that could pay my rent for months, wrapped in delicate tissue paper like a precious artifact. I hold it gingerly, the price tag catching my eye, but it means nothing here. I drop off the documents at her lawyer’s office, where I’m met with the same indifference from the receptionist—just another errand girl in Emma’s world.

	By the time I’m done, the dizziness returns, sharper now. I close my eyes for a moment, my hand gripping the steering wheel as I sit in the car. The air feels thick, pressing down on me. I breathe deeply, trying to steady myself. Then, on impulse, I drive to Forest Lawn Cemetery. My hands move almost of their own accord, steering me to the familiar, silent resting place.

	Bette Davis's grave sits tucked beneath an arching tree, a small but striking headstone marking her final place. She did it the hard way. The words are carved deep into the stone, just like they are in my memory. My sister and I used to watch her films together, admiring her strength, her unrelenting spirit. I feel a pang of something, a yearning for simpler times.

	“What would you say to me, Bette?” I ask, my voice soft, as if she could really answer. “What would you tell me to do? I need to find Elise. I need to know what happened to her.”

	I stand there, waiting, though for what, I’m not sure. My heart feels heavy in my chest. Time is slipping away, and I can’t let that happen. I’ve already lost too much. A gust moves the leaves overhead, but it offers no comfort. I stare at the grave a moment longer, feeling the weight of my unasked questions pressing down on me.

	Finally, I turn and head back to the car, my resolve hardening. I’m not leaving without answers.

	I sit in the car, my fingers absently trace the tweezers in my bag, their cool metal reassuring against my skin. 

	I’ve been practicing every night, watching YouTube videos on how to pick locks, testing them on my bedroom door over and over. I’m getting better—almost perfect, really—but the real challenge still waits. 

	The door Emma stopped me from opening. 

	I feel my pulse quicken at the thought of finally putting my new skill to use, of finding out what she’s been hiding behind that door. 

	The lock won't stop me much longer.

	I carry the bags inside, each one pulling at my arms, a reminder of the burden I'm shouldering. The grand, echoing halls of the mansion greet me, hollow and unnervingly quiet. 

	“Emma?” I call out, but there’s no response. I try to convince myself she’s just resting, exhausted from another grueling day in the studio. She’s been distant lately, retreating deeper into herself, her silences growing heavier.

	I place the groceries on the counter, neatly arranging them like I always do—fruit, the dress from the boutique, her documents—but the feeling gnawing at me refuses to ease. The walls seem to close in around me, and I can’t stand still any longer. I have to check on her, just to be sure. The image of her lying alone, hidden from the world behind thick curtains, pulls at me. I climb the stairs, my legs heavy, an inexplicable dread pooling in my stomach.

	When I reach her room, the door is ajar. Quietly, I push it open. Emma lies on the bed, her body draped over the covers as if she’s been dropped there, mid-thought. Her face is calm, almost too calm, her features smoothed over in sleep. But there’s something unnerving in that stillness. I watch her for a moment, the way her chest rises and falls, her hair spilling across the pillow like tangled threads. 

	She looks fragile, breakable, a far cry from the untouchable figure the world sees.

	I step back, the door groaning softly as I pull it shut. My mind immediately drifts to the one place I’ve been warned not to go—the room at the far end of the hall. Emma never mentioned it outright, but the way she guarded it told me everything I needed to know. That room has been haunting my thoughts since the moment I arrived, and now, with her deep in sleep, I can’t resist any longer.

	I make my way down the hall, each step more hesitant than the last. The door is there, locked, daring me to uncover whatever secret lies behind it. My hand reaches for the handle, cold beneath my fingers.

	 I hesitate, glancing back toward Emma’s room. 

	No sound, no movement. 

	I pull out the tweezers I’ve kept tucked away, my recent practice in lockpicking suddenly feeling far too real. 

	The clicks have become familiar, and now, as I insert them into the lock, the same rhythm unfolds.

	With a soft click, the lock gives. My breath catches in my throat as the door swings open, revealing a room cloaked in shadows. I step inside, the smell of dust and something else—something faintly rotten—greeting me. My hand brushes against the wall, fumbling for a switch. The dim glow that follows is cold, casting everything in a sterile hue.

	My breath stutters as my eyes adjust. The walls are plastered with photos and clippings, a chaotic shrine to Emma’s past. But these aren’t the glossy, polished images you’d expect—they're of her former protégés, faces I recognize, singers who once shared her fame but vanished from the public eye. Some faded, others tragic, and then, there—right in the center—my sister. Elise. Her face is frozen in a smile that no longer exists, pinned beneath news articles speculating about her disappearance. My throat tightens, bile rising as my eyes roam the collage. This can’t be real, but it is.

	The room spins, nausea swirling in my gut. I stumble back, my legs threatening to give out. Emma’s involved. She’s at the center of it all, tied to these disappearances, these ruined lives. But what proof do I have? Just photos? Old clippings? The cases are long closed, written off as tragedies or runaways. Even Elise’s case is buried in the files, forgotten by everyone except me. Could anyone—would anyone—believe me?

	I reach for my phone, instinct driving me to capture what I’ve found, but then it hits me—my phone is still in Emma’s bag. She took it earlier, casually, like she always does. A chill creeps down my spine. I’m alone in this. Without evidence, these are just pictures. Just faces in a forgotten story. But I can't leave. Not yet. Not until I know for sure what happened to Elise. Staying with Emma is the only way to get answers. I have to convince myself that this is the only path, that whatever danger comes next is worth the risk.

	My eyes drift to another door across the room, slightly ajar. A sickly, rancid smell wafts from the crack, making my stomach churn. I step toward it, my hand trembling as I push it open. Inside, the air is thick with decay. The small closet reeks of something rotting, the source hidden behind boxes and old clothes. My body screams for me to turn back, to leave, but I can’t. I need to know what’s inside. I lean closer, breath hitching, when—

	“Lila?”

	Emma’s voice rings out, soft yet unmistakable, snapping me out of my trance. Panic floods my veins. I slam the closet door shut, stumbling back, fumbling with the lock. My heart races, my hands shaking as I barely manage to lock the door again. I spin around, darting down the hallway, feet light against the polished floors.

	By the time I reach the kitchen, my breath is ragged, my pulse wild. Emma appears, her expression calm but tinged with concern. “Lila? What’s going on?”

	I force a smile, the mask barely holding together. “Just... putting the groceries away. I thought I heard something, but it was nothing.”

	She narrows her eyes slightly, studying me with an intensity that sets my nerves on edge, but after a moment, she nods. “Alright. Let’s sit for a bit. I’ve been craving some company.”

	I follow her to the living room, my body moving on autopilot, my mind spinning with the weight of what I’ve uncovered. Emma sits beside me, her presence a constant reminder that I’m trapped in her web, and she has no idea that the walls she’s built are beginning to crack.

	I glance down at my hands, still trembling slightly. My thoughts drift back to the photographs, to Elise’s face staring back at me, frozen in time. I’ve stepped into something I can’t escape, and now, there’s no turning back.
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	June 8, 2024

	 

	The studio feels like a battlefield today, each note a clash, every beat more wrong than the last. The tracks are there, yet they lie flat—empty echoes of what they should be. But the tension in the room is palpable, curling in the corners like thick smoke, and it’s not just me. I can see it in their faces. 

	Marcus stalks back and forth behind the mixing board, his hands slicing through the air as he mutters under his breath. Lena and Nathan, sit stiffly across from me, their silence louder than any spoken word. And Lila—she sits quietly in the corner, almost blending into the walls, like she’s trying to disappear altogether.

	“Emma, the chorus still isn’t working.” Marcus’s voice breaks the uneasy quiet. His frustration bleeds through every syllable. “It’s not hitting. We’ve tried four versions, and it’s still flat.”

	I barely nod, my thoughts already far away. The mole—it’s all I can think about. I feel it growing beneath my skin, a small, dark stain that’s eating me from the inside out. It’s there, festering, even if no one else can see it.

	“Emma?” Lena’s voice pulls me back, her eyes searching mine. “Should we strip it back? Maybe go raw, more emotion, less production?”

	I nod again, not really hearing her. “Sure. Whatever works.”

	Nathan leans forward, concern knitting his brows. “You don’t seem like yourself. Are you okay?”

	“Just tired,” I say, the lie slipping out effortlessly. “Let’s finish this.”

	They glance at each other, doubt thick between them. I feel it like a wall rising, their belief in me crumbling. They don’t understand. This is about more than music now. It’s about survival. Every day feels like a battle I’m losing. The treatments, the creams—they’re becoming more urgent.

	Lila shifts in her seat, her movements awkward and uneasy, like she’s not sure where to put herself. She’s been silent all day, her usual eagerness dimmed by something she can’t quite place. But I see it. She’s questioning. I need her to stay grounded, to not look too closely at the things that don’t make sense. I need her to be oblivious.

	“The treatments… they’re getting harder,” I murmur, almost to myself.

	“What treatments?” Nathan asks, frowning.

	I shake my head quickly. “Nothing. Just something for aging.”

	The room tightens with awkwardness. No one knows how to respond, but Lila’s eyes flicker with curiosity. She knows more than the others—about me, about the creams. And that gives me a small sliver of control.

	I think about the creams I’ve been giving her, rubbing into her skin. It’s supposed to regenerate, to reverse decay, to restore what’s been lost. The formula is perfect—at least that’s what the research said. But it’s untested, dangerous, experimental in a way no one else could understand. I can’t think about the risks, not when the alternative is staring me down in the mirror every morning. The mole. The decay beneath my skin. I’m running out of time.

	“Are you sure you’re alright?” Lena’s voice cuts through the fog again, her concern hanging heavy in the air.

	“I’m fine,” I snap, sharper than intended. “Let’s just work.”

	They drop it, though I can see their discomfort. The distance between us grows, widening with every passing minute, every word I speak. But I can’t care about that. They don’t know what’s at stake here.

	The session drags on, the music more lifeless with each take. Marcus keeps pushing, trying to pull something out of me, but it’s pointless. My mind is somewhere else, locked on Lila’s skin, the way it glowed this morning, just for a second. But it’s changing now—rough patches appearing, redness crawling along her jaw. I thought the cream would smooth everything out, make her flawless. Instead, it’s breaking her down.

	During a break, I find Lila by the coffee machine. Her hands tremble slightly as she pours herself a cup. I step closer, watching her with a calculating gaze.

	“Lila,” I say, keeping my voice soft, controlled. “How are you feeling?”

	She looks up at me, her eyes wide, searching. “I’m fine. Just tired.”

	I offer a small smile, brushing her arm lightly. “You’ve been incredible through all of this. I know it’s a lot.”

	Her gaze softens, that familiar adoration I’ve come to rely on blooming in her eyes. “It’s an honor, Emma. Really.”

	I let my fingers linger on her arm for a moment longer than necessary. “You’re more than just helpful, Lila. You’re essential to this.”

	Her face brightens, the shadow of doubt fading for now. “I’m so glad I can help. I want to stay.”

	“Good,” I murmur, watching her carefully. “We’ll get through this together.”

	But even as the words leave my mouth, I can feel the lie beneath them. Lila doesn’t know how dangerous this all is—how much she’s already sacrificed. Her skin is breaking down faster now, patches of redness creeping across her arms. She hasn’t noticed, but I have. The cream should be working, yet every time I touch her, I feel the failure seeping into my bones.

	“By the way,” I say casually, turning the conversation. “I had a new security system installed at the house. Everything’s locked automatically—doors, windows. With the robberies in the area, I didn’t want to take any chances.”

	She nods, trusting, but I see a flicker of something—nervousness. She’s been wandering at night, trying to get into rooms she shouldn’t. I’ve heard her. I know. If she keeps it up, I’ll have to do something. I’m not sure what, but the thought of shutting her up for good crosses my mind for just a moment. But I push it away.

	Later, during another break, I step into the bathroom, needing a moment to myself. I splash water on my face, feeling the cold bite into my skin. When I look up at the mirror, my reflection stares back, and for a second, I see Lila behind me. I blink, shaking my head, but the image lingers.

	“I’m doing this for us,” I murmur to the empty room, my voice barely above a whisper. “For me.”

	I think about the creams, the research I’ve spent months obsessing over. It’s supposed to regenerate skin, heal the body from the inside out. It’s the only thing that can save me from this cancer that’s gnawing at me, spreading like wildfire beneath my skin. But why Lila? She doesn’t have cancer. She doesn’t need this. So why am I giving it to her?

	I stare at my reflection, watching the questions swirl in my eyes. It made sense before, but now, in this moment, it feels absurd. What am I doing?

	The thought hits me with a force that makes my stomach turn. I don’t know why I’ve dragged her into this, why I’ve made her a part of something she doesn’t understand. But I can’t stop now. I can’t go back.

	When I step back into the studio, Lila is there, her eyes following me. I feel her gaze on my skin, like she knows more than she’s letting on. And as I sit down, I realize with a cold, sinking feeling that she’s both my salvation and my undoing.

	The session resumes, but the tension never leaves. The music, the beats—it’s all white noise to me now. All I can focus on is the time slipping away, the experiment unraveling before my eyes.

	The music thunders through the speakers, but I can barely hear it anymore. The studio, once my sanctuary, feels like a cage. Every second that passes, the walls close in. I glance at Lila, standing by, her eyes bright with eagerness, still so trusting. She has no idea what's happening, no idea how close we are to everything falling apart.

	 My mind races, consumed by fear, desperation—a gnawing certainty that I’m running out of time. And I know, as I watch her, that I’ll do whatever it takes. Whatever it takes to save myself.

	I reach out, brushing my fingers across her cheek—a gesture meant to reassure her, but more to steady myself. Her skin, once soft, feels rough under my fingertips. It’s subtle but unmistakable. A dryness, a slight texture that wasn’t there before. My stomach churns. The cream was supposed to smooth her skin, rejuvenate it, but instead, it’s making her worse. I force a smile, hoping she doesn’t notice my hesitation.

	“You’re doing great!” I tell her, but the words taste hollow.

	Lila beams, that same wide-eyed enthusiasm lighting up her face. But even as she glows under my praise, I catch the faint redness along her jawline, creeping up her neck—the same rash that appears after every session in the pool. It’s getting worse. The cream isn’t working. My heart sinks. I’m failing.

	The hours drag on, and the music becomes background noise, blending with the anxiety that simmers inside me. Lila stays close, but there's a distance now—a gap I can't ignore. She’s still eager, still willing, but with every glance at her, I see the evidence of my failure. The dry patches, the raw skin—it’s all there, staring me in the face. I don’t understand what’s going wrong.

	 Everything I read, everything I believed in—it’s supposed to work.

	We wrap up the session, and as the others file out, I lead Lila toward the exit. But before we leave, I spot Max, the head of marketing at Sony, and Alexis, the VP of digital marketing. Perfect. An opportunity to keep Lila close, to give her what she wants—an in.

	“Lila, come meet Max and Alexis,” I say, guiding her toward them with a smile I don’t fully feel. “Max handles all our marketing, and Alexis runs our digital campaigns.”

	Lila’s face lights up, a nervous excitement bubbling beneath the surface. “Hi! It’s so great to meet you both,” she says, her voice confident, her smile wide. “I’ve heard so much about what you’re doing at Sony, especially with the new influencer strategy. I’d love to learn more.”

	Max grins, his charm effortless. “Nice to meet you, Lila. Emma’s told us you’ve been doing amazing work.”

	Alexis nods, eyeing Lila with curiosity. “Yeah, Emma speaks highly of you. Ever considered an internship next summer? We’re always looking for sharp talent.”

	Lila’s eyes widen, the excitement flickering across her face. “I’d love that! I’m really passionate about digital marketing, especially when it comes to integrating influencers with established brands. I’m actually studying marketing, so an internship would be incredible.”

	Max and Alexis exchange an impressed glance. “We’ll have to keep in touch, then,” Max says. “You’ve definitely got the right energy.”

	Lila beams, clearly thrilled at the attention. She rattles off a few more questions about their strategies, and I watch her, calculating. Keeping her close is the key to keeping her under control. And if she feels indebted to me, even better.

	After the conversation winds down, we finally head out to the car. The excitement still lingers on Lila’s face as she slides into the passenger seat, her fingers tapping on her phone, no doubt crafting follow-up messages to Max and Alexis. But as I start the engine, my thoughts drift to darker places.

	“I had a new security system installed at the house today,” I say, glancing at her as I pull out of the parking lot.

	Lila looks up, surprised. “Oh? Why?”

	“There’ve been some robberies in the area,” I explain, keeping my voice casual. “I wanted to make sure we’re safe. The doors and windows will lock automatically now. Just a precaution.”

	She nods, accepting the explanation without question. But the truth lodges itself in the pit of my stomach like a weight. It’s not about robberies. It’s about her. I’ve heard her walking around at night, wandering through the house. What is she doing? I don’t know why, but I can’t ignore the growing suspicion in the back of my mind. Lila is becoming unpredictable, and I can’t afford that.

	The drive back to the mansion is quiet, the tension thick between us. Lila, oblivious to my unease, asks, “Can we do something fun tonight? Maybe go to the movies?”

	Her voice is small, hopeful. But the idea of going out, of sitting in a crowded theater, pretending everything is fine—it’s unbearable. I pause, my hand hovering over the ignition. “We have the theater at home,” I suggest, trying to keep my tone light. “We can watch anything you want.”

	Her face falls, the brief spark of excitement flickering out. I see the disappointment settling in her eyes, masked by a forced smile. But it’s there, and it stings more than I expected. I need to keep her close, need to make her happy.

	“On second thought,” I say quickly, my voice softer, “let’s go out. A movie sounds nice.”

	Her face brightens instantly, and I know I’ve made the right choice. She’s still here, still following my lead. But underneath it all, the fear lingers. She’s slipping away from me. The cracks are showing, and I don’t know how long I can keep this façade from crumbling completely.

	We drive to the theater, the city whirling by in a blur. Lila chatters next to me, her excitement bubbling back as she talks about trends and marketing strategies. I nod, offering small smiles, but my mind is elsewhere. The cream. The security system. The way Lila’s skin is reacting. Every moment with her feels like borrowed time, like the inevitable disaster is just around the corner, waiting for me to stumble.

	As we pull into the theater parking lot, my phone buzzes, shattering the fragile peace. Danielle’s name flashes on the screen. I hesitate but answer. “Hello?”

	Danielle’s voice is sharp, businesslike. “Emma, we need to talk. You’re slipping. You haven’t posted on social media in weeks. People are starting to forget you. It’s affecting your brand.”

	My heart clenches. “I’ve just been busy,” I reply, trying to keep my voice steady. “There’s been a lot going on.”

	“You can’t afford to be busy,” she snaps. “Post something. Anything. Remind people you’re still here.”

	I swallow hard, glancing at Lila. She’s watching me, a flicker of concern in her eyes. “I will,” I promise, but the words feel like ash on my tongue. It’s all slipping through my fingers—my career, my reputation, my sanity. And I don’t know how to hold on.

	Lila leans closer, her voice soft. “I can help, Emma. I’m good with social media. I can help you figure out what to post.”

	I stare at her, the offer hanging between us. She wants to help, to be useful. She doesn’t know how deep this goes, how far I’ve fallen. I force a smile. “That would be great, Lila. I could use the help.”

	Her face lights up with that same eager devotion, and for a brief moment, I feel relief. She’s still here. Still mine. But beneath the surface, the fear gnaws at me. The cream isn’t working, and every time I look at her, I see my own failure staring back at me.

	We get out of the car, Lila already scrolling through her phone, chatting about hashtags and trends. But as we walk into the theater, my mind drifts back to the mansion, to the new locks, to the way I’ve started doubting everything. How much longer can I pretend that everything is fine?

	Because deep down, I know the truth. 

	Time is running out, and I’m not ready for what happens next.
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	June 13, 2024

	 

	I wake up in the dark, the room thick with the kind of stillness that only exists before dawn. I reach for my phone, but of course, it’s not there. Emma has it. Sometimes I have it, sometimes I don’t. It’s something I’ve gotten used to. At first, I told myself it was temporary, that I’d ask for it back. But now… it’s just how things are. I let out a breath and push myself out of bed.

	The mansion is cold, almost eerie in its quiet. I slip on my robe, the hem brushing against the floor as I pad down the stairs. My feet carry me automatically to the kitchen, and I glance at the clock on the stove—5 a.m. The house feels empty, like a sleeping beast. I could go back to bed, pretend everything’s fine for a few more hours, but my mind is already elsewhere. That door. The one I unlocked before.

	I can’t stop thinking about it.

	My pulse quickens as I move through the hallway, my bare feet silent on the polished wood. The door is still there, closed, looming like a secret that doesn’t want to be found. I reach into my pocket, my fingers curling around the tweezers. They’ve become my constant companion, my tool for unlocking Emma’s mysteries.

	The lock clicks softly, just like before, and the door swings open. The smell hits me immediately—stale, rotten. It’s stronger now, more pronounced, and my stomach turns. The room is dark, but I don’t need much light to know where I’m going. The closet door. I remember the smell coming from it, like something decaying behind the wood. I step closer, my fingers brushing the surface. 

	There are three locks on it, each one more secure than the last.

	I manage to unlock the first, my hand shaking as the lock clicks open. My breath catches. One down. But the second one... it’s too tough. I try to steady myself, but the tweezers aren’t fine enough for this. I stare at the locked door, frustration bubbling inside me. There’s something in there. Something I need to see. But I’m not ready yet.

	My gaze drifts to the wall, to the photos I had tried not to look at the last time I was here. And there she is—Elise. Her face, frozen in time, staring back at me from a photograph pinned in the center of Emma’s twisted collage. My sister. I feel a lump rise in my throat.

	I should’ve helped her. I should’ve been there when she needed me. But I wasn’t, and now she’s gone. And this… this is the only thing I can do. To find out what happened. To make it right.

	I kneel in front of the drawer next to the closet, fumbling with the lock, but the tweezers are too thick. I feel a surge of helplessness rise in me, my chest tightening. I glance at the clock—it’s almost six. I can’t waste more time here. I need to keep moving.

	I head back upstairs, the house still cloaked in shadows, the silence suffocating. Emma’s room is down the hall, but I pass it quickly, my focus elsewhere. The office. I push the door open gently, feeling the familiar tug of paranoia settle in my bones. My fingers move over the keyboard of one of the computers, typing my sister’s name into the search bar.

	Elise.

	Nothing. Not even a mention of her.

	I bite my lip, the frustration clawing at me again. I try again, typing in her song instead. Dark Moonlight. The search yields one result. My fingers tremble as I click play. The melody fills the room, and suddenly, there she is—her voice, soft and haunting, wrapping around me like a memory I’d tried to forget.

	I can’t stop the tears. They slip down my face, silent and uninvited. Elise. I close my eyes, letting the music wash over me, a ghost from the past echoing in the present. For a moment, I lose myself in the sound of her, the weight of guilt pressing heavier than ever.

	I wipe my face quickly and type “Elise” again, this time into the messages app. My breath hitches as a message pops up—a single conversation. My pulse races as I click it open, my eyes scanning the screen. It’s from Victoria, Emma’s publicist.

	"Elise is taken care of. Things are downstairs."

	Downstairs. I know immediately she means the basement. My heart pounds in my chest, panic rising. Whatever is “downstairs,” I can’t face it now. It’s almost seven. I don’t have enough time. I have to get out of here before Emma wakes up.

	I log off quickly, my hands shaking. My mind is racing, pieces falling into place, but none of them make sense. Elise is gone. And Emma—whatever she’s done—it’s all tied to her.

	I wipe my tears quickly, pushing down the emotions swirling inside me. There’s no time for this. I have to keep moving. My heart still races from what I found on the computer, but I need to stay focused. I walk down the hall and stand in front of Emma’s door, hesitating only for a second before gently knocking.

	“Emma? Time to get up.” My voice is soft, controlled. Just like she likes it.

	I push the door open a crack, and she stirs, blinking slowly as if waking from some distant dream. Her eyes find mine, and for a moment, they seem cloudy, unfocused. But then, she gives me a small, almost childlike smile.

	“Morning, Lila,” she murmurs, her voice thick with sleep.

	“Morning. I’ll get your shower ready.”

	Emma stretches, her limbs moving languidly under the sheets as I step into the bathroom, turning on the water, adjusting the temperature to exactly how she prefers it—neither too hot nor too cold. The steam begins to fill the room as I arrange her towel on the rack. I move through the motions automatically now, like muscle memory, each task another tick on the list of things that keep Emma content.

	When I return to her room, she’s sitting up, rubbing her eyes. “We’re shooting TikTok content today,” I remind her, keeping my tone light. “I’ve already outlined a few trends we can try.”

	She nods, barely registering my words as she swings her legs over the side of the bed. I catch a glimpse of her shoulder, where the mole she’s so obsessed with still lingers, like a dark secret beneath her skin. I can’t help but feel a chill crawl up my spine. But I push it aside.

	I head to the kitchen and prepare my insulin, the needle feeling heavier in my hands today. After the injection, I glance at the clock. It’s still early enough, and I need to clear my head. “Can I go for a run?” I ask, keeping my voice steady.

	Emma looks up from her vanity, brushing through her hair. She gives a small nod but pauses. “I’ll unlock the system for you.”

	She taps on her phone, and I hear the familiar click of the security system disengaging. The way it locks everything down makes me feel like I’m inside a cage. Every door, every window. Trapped. If something happened, if I needed to run... I wouldn’t be able to get out.

	The thought lingers as I step outside, the early morning air biting against my skin. I start jogging, keeping a steady pace, circling the quiet neighborhood. My thoughts spin with everything I’ve learned, but I try to push it away, focusing on the rhythm of my feet hitting the pavement.

	As I round the corner, a woman approaches me from the other side of the street. She’s older, maybe in her forties, with a kind smile and curious eyes. She waves casually as she crosses over to my side.

	“Hey there! Haven’t seen you around here before. Are you new to the neighborhood?”

	I hesitate, trying to figure out how much to say. “Sort of. I work for Emma Blake, her assistant.”

	The woman’s eyes widen slightly, a spark of recognition flashing across her face. “Oh, so you’re Trixie’s replacement? That was quick.”

	My heart skips a beat. “Oh…”

	“Trixie. You know her, right? Tall, blonde. Pretty one.”

	I nod slowly, feeling the weight of her words. “I’ve heard of her, but I haven’t met her.”

	The woman lets out a soft laugh, a touch of admiration in her voice. “You’re lucky to be under Emma. Most of her protégés, or even her staff, end up getting offers from her peers. Europe, big opportunities. It’s like Emma sets them up for success.”

	Her words swirl around me, confusing and unsettling. What does that even mean? Offers? From her peers? Europe?

	Before I can ask more, the woman gives me a friendly wave and continues on her walk, disappearing around the corner. I stand there for a moment, trying to process everything. The name Trixie sticks in my mind, echoing in my thoughts. What happened to her? And what does this woman mean by “offers”?

	I finish my jog, my legs heavy, my mind even heavier. The mansion looms ahead, its cold walls waiting for me. I step inside and find Emma in the kitchen, already dressed and sipping a smoothie.

	“We need to film the TikTok content today,” I remind her, trying to shake the unease from my voice.

	Emma looks up at me and nods, a small, knowing smile playing on her lips. “Of course. Let’s get started.”

	I grab Emma’s phone from the counter, sliding it into my hand as casually as I can. “Alright, so this TikTok trend is all about transitions,” I explain, keeping my tone light, focused. “We’ll start with you looking casual, then on the beat, you’ll switch to your stage look. It’s super simple, and people are loving it right now.”

	Emma nods, running a hand through her hair. “Got it. Let’s do it.”

	I position myself with the phone, pretending to set up the shot. But my mind is elsewhere. I press record and let her go through the motions, talking her through the moves, her outfit change, the angles. “That’s perfect, Emma, just like that. You’re nailing it.”

	While Emma moves, I swipe over to her gallery, careful to keep my face neutral as I navigate through the albums. I open the section organized by faces, scanning for Elise’s. My heart races as I scroll through photo after photo, but there’s nothing. No sign of Elise. How can someone who was once such a big part of Emma’s world just… disappear?

	I swallow the panic rising in my throat and move on to the next step of my plan. I quickly flick over to the messages app, using my thumb to scroll through the conversations, searching for Victoria. When I find her name, I tap it and type “Elise” into the search bar.

	I stare at the screen, my hands trembling as I read it again. “Elise’s diary is in the second drawer in the basement. Burn everything else.”

	I feel a cold sweat break across my skin. 

	The basement. 

	The drawer I couldn’t unlock. 

	My breath catches, and I force myself to stay calm, forcing my thoughts into place. I’m close. So close.

	I quickly close the message, flipping back to the camera. Emma finishes her routine, smiling, completely unaware.

	I force a grin, hoping it looks convincing. “TikTok crashed,” I say, my voice steady despite the storm brewing inside me. “We’ll have to redo it, but you were amazing. That last move? Perfection.”

	Emma waves it off, already moving on to the next idea. “No problem. Let’s try again.”
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	June 23, 2024

	 

	The spa has become our routine. Every morning, Emma takes me here, like it’s her little gift to me. 

	An added bonus, she calls it, for being such a good friend, such a loyal assistant. I wonder sometimes if she means it, or if this is just another part of her obsession with beauty, with perfection. Still, it’s hard to complain when I sink into the plush white chair and feel the world drift away. The scent of eucalyptus hovers in the air, and I can almost pretend this is my life now—a quiet existence, soft and untroubled, one where people like me belong in places like this.

	But then I remember it’s Emma’s life. I’m only borrowing it.

	Today, the spa worker moves around me, setting up the tools for the treatment. Emma is already in her chair beside me, eyes closed, face masked with something that promises to erase the stress from her skin. I want to close my eyes too, but I can’t shake the odd feeling that lingers beneath my skin.

	For the past week, this has been our ritual. Emma insists on the same treatment for both of us. She says it’s about maintaining balance, that if she looks good, I should too. But there’s something about this—something I can’t put my finger on. Every time I lie down, every time the mask goes on, a strange heaviness settles over me.

	The worker applies the mask with swift hands, the cold product spreading across my cheeks, nose, forehead. I let out a slow breath, trying to relax into it, but the pressure feels different today. The mask sticks, holds, as if it’s molding to me. It tightens, and I try to focus on the sensation, telling myself this is normal, this is part of the process.

	The chair reclines slightly, my head cradled in soft fabric, but something about it feels off, too perfect. It’s as if I’m sinking into it, disappearing. The mask hardens, and the world around me blurs. I try to lift my arms, to shift, but they feel heavy, too heavy to move. My eyes flutter closed against the weight of the treatment, and in that instant, I’m somewhere else.

	The sounds shift. I can feel hands brushing over my skin, more than just the worker’s hands. They press, push, almost like I’m being examined, like I’m a specimen under glass. The weight on my chest builds. I can’t breathe right. There’s a smell, sharp and clinical, that wasn’t there before, creeping into my nose. Am I dreaming? It feels real. Too real. But I can’t move.

	I try to speak, but the words are trapped, lodged somewhere deep in my throat. The mask presses down on my face, thicker than before. I can’t open my mouth. Something brushes my forehead, cold and slick, sliding over my skin in slow, measured strokes. I want to jerk away, to scream, but my body remains limp, useless.

	Am I awake?

	There’s a whisper, soft and distant. My name, or something like it. Maybe it’s just a thought. The hands move again, slipping lower, and I swear they’re checking me, feeling for something beneath my skin. I’m being touched. My chest tightens, panic bubbling up in a way I can’t control. I try to break free, to push the mask off, but it’s fused to me now, pulling me deeper.

	I’m trapped. I can’t tell what’s real.

	My eyes snap open, and I’m back in the spa chair. The mask is still on, cool and hardening. The worker stands over me, her expression placid, routine. She finishes smoothing the mask, her hands moving with quiet precision, and I swallow down the terror that still lingers, thick in my throat.

	Was I dreaming?

	I stay still as she finishes, peeling the mask off in sections. My skin feels raw, too sensitive to the air. I rub at my cheeks when she steps back, trying to shake off the crawling sensation that clings to me. Emma’s beside me, her own treatment already complete. She’s perfect, as always. No sign of the worry that grips me, no sign she’s noticed the growing unease that coils tight around my spine.

	The worker leans in, holding up a small dish. Dark residue sits inside, tiny specks of dirt, oil. “This,” she says, her voice soft, almost too kind, “this was in your skin.”

	I stare at it, at the filth pulled from my pores. The sight is too intimate, too raw, as if something private has been taken from me. My skin tingles under her gaze, the feeling of being touched, inspected, returning in a rush.

	“You’re lucky,” she continues, smiling with a hint of something that makes my stomach turn. “You have Emma. Not everyone gets a chance to heal their skin like this.”

	I nod, unable to speak. My throat tightens as her words sink in. Emma is watching me now, her eyes gleaming with a pride that feels misplaced, as if I’m her creation, something she’s molded. I smile back, a weak reflection of her own. Inside, the panic simmers, desperate for release.

	I glance at the residue again, at the dirt that no longer belongs to me, and I can’t help but wonder what else Emma has taken.

	Emma’s already dressed by the time I finish. She stands at the front desk, chatting with the receptionist, her hair perfectly styled, makeup on, not a strand out of place. I glance down at myself, still wrapped in the plush spa towel, my skin raw and tingling from the treatment. There’s something unsettling about the contrast—how I’m exposed, vulnerable, and Emma is already put together, as if she hasn’t just been scrubbed down like the rest of us.

	When she sees me, her smile is quick, polite. “You ready for lunch?”

	I nod, slipping into the robe the spa provided, wondering if she notices the shift in my mood. The panic from earlier lingers, though I keep it buried beneath a smile that I’ve learned to wear for her.

	As we step out into the crisp, white-tiled hallway, I can’t help but ask, “Why didn’t you get the full treatment? You didn’t do the mask or… anything.”

	She glances at me, her expression carefully neutral. “I’m not really comfortable with people touching me like that. It’s—” Her voice falters for a second before she quickly smooths it over. “I just don’t like it. I’d rather not get into it.”

	I study her, trying to read between the lines, but her face gives away nothing. I nod slowly, remembering what Emma told me once about her uncle. It was years ago, something she let slip after too many glasses of champagne at an awards show. I never asked for details, and she never offered them, but I understood. I understand now too. The reluctance, the distance she keeps between herself and anyone who tries to get too close. My heart aches for her, the girl behind the flawless pop star facade. I feel a strange kind of sympathy, one that edges too close to pity.

	But then, just as quickly, I remind myself: Emma is behind my sister’s disappearance. No matter what she’s been through, no matter how much pain she carries, that truth remains. I shouldn’t feel sorry for her. I shouldn’t let her drag me into this world where sympathy and guilt blur the lines. I look at her and feel that familiar knot of anger twist tighter in my chest. I can’t afford to forget why I’m here.

	I glance down at my hands as we walk, my fingers brushing the inside of my pocket where I’ve stashed the paperclips. I’d bought them from a convenience store two days ago, tucked into my bag as if they were nothing but a normal part of my day. But they’re not. They’re my way in. I’ve been using them to try to pick the locks in Emma’s house, the ones she keeps sealed tight. The ones I know hide answers about my sister.

	But the problem is, I’m terrible at it. I tried once and fumbled with the clips for what felt like hours before giving up, terrified Emma would find out. I need to look up a tutorial or something, but I can’t. Emma keeps my phone. She says it’s because of the radiation—that it’s not good to keep a phone near you when you’re asleep. I believed her. It sounded logical at the time, another one of those beauty secrets she swears by. But now, as I think about it, I wonder if it’s just another way she controls me, keeps me in the dark.

	We sit down at a table in the spa’s garden, the kind of serene, picturesque spot that’s meant to make you feel like you’ve stepped out of reality. Everything is green and lush, the flowers blooming around us in perfect symmetry, like they’ve been curated just for this moment. A server brings over sparkling water, setting it down between us without a word.

	Emma picks up her glass, the light catching on the rim. “I think we should head out after this. I’ve got something I need to take care of.”

	I nod, watching her carefully. I’ve learned to recognize these moments, the subtle shifts in her tone when she’s making decisions, steering the day in whatever direction suits her best. There’s always something beneath the surface, something she’s not saying. I’m sure of it.

	As I sip my water, I force myself to smile again. "Sounds good." But inside, my mind is racing. I need to get back into the house. I need to find what she’s hiding. The paperclips in my pocket feel heavier with each passing minute.
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	June 25, 2024

	 

	The steering wheel feels rough beneath my hands as I drive toward Victoria’s house. The car hums along the empty road, but the stillness outside doesn’t match the storm inside me. My thoughts churn, one over the other, tangled and knotted, too tight to pull apart. I’ve been here before, at the edge of panic, at the point where nothing makes sense but everything feels urgent. 

	The mole, the decay, it’s all becoming louder. I see it in every reflection, growing, spreading, eating away at me.

	But there’s hope.

	Victoria found something.

	She mentioned it weeks ago in passing, her eyes glittering with the thrill of a secret shared only between us. A new product, something not yet approved or even acknowledged by the mainstream, something she found lurking in the corners of the dark web. Injectable. Liquid. It’s supposed to repair damaged skin at the cellular level, reversing the effects of aging, disease, even cancer. 

	It targets the fibroblasts, the cells responsible for skin regeneration. According to her, this substance accelerates the production of collagen and elastin, restructuring the dermal layers from the inside out. It sounds impossible, but desperate people believe impossible things when there are no other options. 

	And I’m desperate.

	The science behind it is shaky, I know that. Some obscure Russian lab claimed to have created it—some breakthrough using stem cells harvested from umbilical cords. It’s designed to attach to the cells where DNA is damaged, bypassing the body’s natural defenses and stimulating regeneration without triggering the usual immune response. Theoretically, it could cure diseases like melanoma, stop skin cancer before it spreads, rebuild tissue that’s been ravaged by sun exposure or age. But it’s a theory, an unproven one. Something no doctor would ever endorse.

	Still, Victoria swears by it.

	I think about Lila. 

	Her skin isn’t damaged, at least not by cancer. It’s beautiful, perfect. However, I’ve seen the signs—the little marks she tries to hide, the ones I know I caused. The creams, my ‘skincare line’—they’re having effects I didn’t anticipate. 

	I didn’t mean to hurt her, not really. 

	But now I need to fix her before she notices how far it’s gone. I’ve tried to help speed the recovery by taking her to the spa. The treatments cost five-grand a pop, but it’s had some effect.

	Now it’s time to kick it up a knotch.

	This substance Victoria has… it could help her, make her stronger, more resilient. Maybe even undo the damage I’ve done. And if it works on her, maybe—maybe it could work on me too.

	The house looms ahead, a sleek modern structure half-hidden by tall hedges. I park the car and sit there for a moment, staring at the door. My pulse quickens, my mind racing. I know Victoria will ask about the mole again, try to press me to show her, but I can’t. 

	Not yet. 

	Not until I know for sure what’s happening.

	Not until I know if this new miracle serum can stop whatever’s inside me.

	I step out of the car, adjusting my coat, the fabric pulling tight across my shoulders. The front door swings open before I even knock, and Victoria stands there, all smiles and confidence, dressed in something too expensive and casual at the same time. 

	She waves me inside, her movements sharp and precise, always in control, always watching.

	“I’ve got it,” she says, without any preamble. Her voice is low, conspiratorial, as if we’re about to commit a crime together, which I suppose we are.

	I follow her into the kitchen, where a small vial sits on the marble countertop. It’s unmarked, filled with a clear liquid that catches the overhead lights, reflecting back in a way that seems unnatural, almost too perfect.

	 I feel a cold weight settle in my chest as I look at it. This is the answer, or at least it’s supposed to be.

	“It’ll work,” Victoria says, her tone firm, as if she’s reading my mind. “You said you’ve been seeing changes, right? That the mole’s… growing?” Her eyes flick to my shoulder, searching for a glimpse of what I’ve been hiding.

	I nod, keeping my face neutral, though inside, my heart pounds in my chest. “It’s worse,” I admit, carefully choosing my words. “But I can’t show you. Not yet.”

	Her eyebrows lift, a knowing smile tugging at the corners of her mouth. “You don’t trust me?”

	“It’s not that,” I say quickly. “I’m… embarrassed.” The lie slips easily from my lips, but it doesn’t feel like a lie. The thought of exposing the mole, of letting someone else see it, makes my skin crawl. It feels too intimate, too dangerous, like it would make the decay real in a way I’m not ready to face.

	Victoria studies me for a moment, her expression unreadable, before she shrugs. “Fine, your choice. But this”—she taps the vial with her manicured fingernail—“this will help. You know it will.”

	I pick up the vial, turning it between my fingers, watching as the liquid shifts inside. The weight of it feels strange, heavier than I expected, like it carries something far more than just a solution. I picture Lila, her face smooth and unmarked, the way her skin looked before I started my experiments on her. She doesn’t have cancer, she doesn’t need this, but she’s part of this now. 

	She has to be. 

	I’ve gone too far to stop.

	“This will work on her too,” I murmur, almost to myself.

	Victoria’s eyes narrow slightly. “Lila? I thought you said she was fine.”

	“She is,” I say, my voice quick, a little too sharp. “But there’s… damage. She needs this. I need her to be okay.”

	There’s a pause, the air between us heavy with the things unsaid. Victoria doesn’t ask any more questions, though I can see the curiosity simmering beneath her calm exterior. She’s always been good at reading people, at finding the weak spots, but today, I don’t let her in.

	“You know how to use it?” she asks, breaking the silence. I nod. “Good. But be careful. This stuff isn’t exactly FDA-approved, if you know what I mean.”

	I smile, though it feels hollow. “Of course.”

	She hands me a small syringe, the needle thin and delicate, almost invisible. “Take it slow. You don’t want to overwhelm the system.”

	I tuck the vial and syringe into my bag, my fingers shaking slightly as they brush the leather. “Thank you,” I say, and I mean it, though the words feel distant, as if they’re coming from someone else.

	Victoria watches me as I turn to leave, her eyes flicking once more to my shoulder, searching for the secret I refuse to share. But I won’t show her. Not today. Maybe not ever.

	As I step outside, the door closes behind me with a soft thud, leaving me alone with the vial, the weight of it pulling at me, dragging me down into the dark.

	“Victoria, do you mind if I use your bathroom?” I ask, trying to keep my voice steady.

	She gestures vaguely toward the hallway. “Go ahead.”

	I don’t waste time. 

	I head down the hall, my steps quick and light, already feeling the panic rising in my chest. The door clicks shut behind me, and I turn toward the mirror. My reflection stares back, pale, drawn—like someone I barely recognize. I pull the sleeve of my shirt down, exposing my shoulder, and there it is. The mole. Darker than before. Bigger. It’s spreading. I swear it is.

	My hands fumble through my bag, pulling out a small jar of cream. I twist the lid off, smearing the product across my skin, but the pressure in my chest doesn’t ease. The mole sits there, mocking me, no matter how much I rub at it.

	I lean closer to the mirror, my breath catching in my throat as I press at the edges of the mole, hoping, praying that somehow it will shrink. But it doesn’t. It’s getting worse. It has to be. I’ve seen the pictures online—these are the signs. The asymmetry, the darkening, the way it feels raised against my skin. I’ve memorized every symptom, every warning. It’s only a matter of time before it spreads deeper.

	I grab my phone and snap a few selfies, angling the camera to get the mole in perfect view. I send them off—first to Dr. Harper, then to two specialists I found through some obscure dermatology forums, one in New York, another in London. I don’t trust the doctors here anymore. They’ve all said the same thing: “It looks benign, Emma. Just keep an eye on it.” Keep an eye on it? They don’t understand. This isn’t just a harmless spot. It’s something worse. I know it. I feel it.

	I flip through the photos again, zooming in on the mole, comparing it to images I saved from medical sites. It’s uncanny. It matches. It looks identical to the skin cancer photos, right down to the jagged edges.

	I rub more cream into my skin, but the sight of it only makes me more frantic. I smear the product harder, as if I can rub the mole away entirely, but it’s no use. It’s part of me now, part of whatever’s wrong.

	My phone buzzes. A message from Dr. Harper. I open it, heart pounding.

	Dr. Harper: "Emma, I’ve reviewed the images again. The mole looks fine, no signs of malignancy. Please don’t worry."

	I don’t respond. I swipe to the next notification from the specialist in New York.

	Dr. Patel: "Ms. Blake, from the photos, your mole appears normal. I don’t see any cause for concern."

	I can feel the frustration mounting, building in my chest. They’re all saying the same thing. That I’m imagining it, that I’m overreacting. But I know what I see. I’m not being dramatic. I’m not losing my mind. This is real.

	The third notification comes in from London.

	Dr. Huxley: "It’s benign. No need to panic."

	I grip the edge of the sink, leaning into the mirror until my nose nearly touches the glass. “They’re wrong,” I whisper to myself. “They don’t know. They can’t see it the way I do.”

	I take a deep breath, step back from the mirror, and screw the lid back on the cream. I’ll have to try something else. I can’t keep waiting for doctors to understand. I can’t afford to waste any more time.

	I smooth my hair, force a smile into my reflection, and push the door open. Victoria is lounging in the living room, one eyebrow raised as I pass her. “Everything okay?” she asks, a flicker of curiosity in her tone.

	“Fine,” I reply, already heading for the front door. “I’ve got to run. Thanks for the... everything.”

	I don’t wait for her response. The front door clicks shut behind me, and I’m back in the car, the vial of the injectable serum heavy in my bag. I start the engine and pull away, my mind already spinning ahead to the next stop: the studio. Lila is there, having lunch with Alexis, discussing the internship. That gives me time. I don’t have to worry about her wandering off or asking questions.

	As I drive, my phone buzzes again, but I ignore it. It’s just another message telling me I’m fine, that there’s nothing wrong. They can’t see what I see. None of them can. I grip the steering wheel tighter, pressing down harder on the gas, trying to outrun the fear that’s lodged itself in my chest.

	By the time I reach the studio, my mind is buzzing with a thousand thoughts, none of them helpful. I park, grab my bag, and head inside. The receptionist nods as I pass, not bothering to stop me. I’ve been here too many times for anyone to ask questions.

	Upstairs, I find Lila still seated with Alexis in the corner of the café, laughing about something I can’t hear. I watch them for a moment, the way Lila’s face lights up, the way she seems... normal. Unmarked by the things I’ve done to her. Unaware of the damage she’s already endured. That serum could fix her. I could make her stronger, erase the mistakes I made.

	I glance at my phone, scrolling through the messages from the doctors. Dr. Harper. Dr. Patel. Dr. Huxley. They all say the same thing: the mole looks fine.

	They’re wrong.

	It’s growing.

	 It’s spreading. 

	And I won’t let it take me.
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	July 1, 2024

	 

	The basement feels colder than I expected as I crouch in front of the closet, fingers trembling over the second lock. The first one had been a challenge—weeks of practice with a pair of tweezers, waiting for Emma to be distracted long enough for me to even try. Now, it’s the second lock’s turn. My body aches from staying so still, ears trained for any sound that might signal Emma’s return. She’s on her morning run, but she won’t be gone long. 

	I have time for one lock, maybe.

	I work the thin metal of the tweezers into the mechanism, heart racing. The basement is heavy with a strange tension, like the air is weighed down by what I don’t know yet. I’ve been avoiding focusing on the smell behind the closet door—the odor that hit me the first time I came down here. There’s no use wondering about it now. 

	My focus needs to stay on the lock, on the small, delicate clicks I hope to hear.

	There. The second lock gives. I breathe, just for a second, before I move to the drawer beside me. 

	There’s no time to waste.

	I pull out the paperclip I’ve kept hidden in my pocket. I’d watched quick tutorials on YouTube, the videos playing at double speed when Nathan let me "borrow" his phone at the studio to send Emma a text. He didn’t know I’d spent ten minutes in the bathroom learning how to pick a lock. I’d been waiting for the right moment ever since.

	Victoria had mentioned something to Emma in a text, something about Elise’s diary, and that’s what I need. That diary could be the proof—the only thing that might convince the LAPD to listen. Elise wouldn’t leave it behind. With that, even the most corrupt officers couldn’t ignore me.

	I slide the paperclip into the lock, trying to picture the tumblers inside. I wish I could see them, feel the mechanisms in real-time as they shift and click into place. But I can’t. I have to rely on instinct, the quietest of sounds. My fingers shake, and I force myself to stay calm. There’s so much riding on this.

	The drawer clicks open, and I feel a rush of triumph that vanishes the moment I see what’s inside. 

	Contracts. Music deals, royalties, stacks of papers I have no use for. 

	My pulse quickens as panic rises. I need the diary. I need something personal, something that ties all of this back to Elise.

	I shove the drawer shut, biting back a curse. It has to be in another one of the drawers. But I don’t have time to search for it. Emma will be back soon, and if she catches me down here… I don’t want to think about it.

	My feet move quickly, carrying me back up the stairs. Each step feels like a race against time, my breath coming short, the paperclip still gripped tightly in my hand. By the time I reach the main floor, I hear the front door opening. I rush to the kitchen, grabbing my insulin pen just as Emma steps inside.

	Her face is flushed from the run, and she doesn’t seem to notice the slight tremble in my hands as I inject myself. The familiar sting of the needle calms me, tethering me to the moment, reminding me of the routine I’ve lived by for years. Emma smiles at me, her usual charming, detached expression, and I return it, trying to seem as normal as possible.

	“Good run?” I ask, keeping my tone light, conversational.

	She shrugs, wiping sweat from her forehead. “It was fine. How are you feeling?”

	I nod, gesturing to the pen in my hand. “Just doing what I need to do. I’ll be fine.”

	Emma gives me a long, considering look before heading upstairs to shower. My body sags with relief as soon as she’s out of sight. That was too close. I move quickly, gathering her towels and toiletries, setting them out in the bathroom as I always do. The water starts running a moment later, and I allow myself a second to breathe.

	The shower’s steady flow fills the house, masking the noise of my movements. I fluff her pillows, smooth the bedspread, though my mind is still downstairs, in the basement, with the drawer I didn’t manage to open. Elise’s diary is there. I can feel it. I just need more time.

	I catch a glimpse of Emma’s diary, tucked partially beneath one of her pillows, the soft leather cover teasing me. I hesitate. It’s a small thing, to open it, but it feels enormous. The thought of Emma catching me doesn’t just scare me—it terrifies me.

	The sound of the water drowns out the thudding of my heart. I slip the diary out, my fingers trembling slightly as I open it to a random page. Her handwriting is neat, every letter meticulously formed, as if she’s trying to hold herself together through the act of writing.

	
      I can’t get it out of my mind. Every time I look in the mirror, it’s there. Growing. Spreading. The doctors say it’s nothing, but they’re wrong. I know they are. Lila doesn’t understand how important this is. She doesn’t see the bigger picture. She’s part of this now, and one day, she’ll thank me for it.

	My stomach tightens, but I keep reading.

	
      The creams aren’t working fast enough. Nothing is. I can’t wait anymore. It’s spreading faster than I thought, and I’m running out of time. Lila will help me—she doesn’t have a choice. It’s the only way.
 

	She’s perfect. So pliable. So trusting. She doesn’t ask questions, doesn’t see what’s happening right in front of her. I need her more than ever now, and she’ll be the key to all of it. She’ll save me.

	 

	My breath catches. 

	I close the diary, sliding it back under the pillow as the water shuts off. Emma will be out any moment. I smooth the bed again, forcing my hands to steady.

	I have to keep pretending, have to keep acting like everything is fine, even though my head is spinning with what I’ve just read. The mole isn’t the only thing spreading—her madness is too. I just need more time. Time to find Elise’s diary, time to piece everything together before it’s too late.

	The bathroom door opens, and Emma steps out, her skin flushed from the heat, her smile distant and perfect.

	“Ready for the day?” she asks, toweling off her hair as she walks over to the vanity.

	“Of course,” I say, my voice steady, hiding the storm inside.

	“Good,” she says briskly, reaching for her makeup. “There’s a lot to do today, and I can’t afford any distractions.”

	“I’ll be on point,” I murmur, though my thoughts are elsewhere—on Elise, on the basement, on the pages of that damn diary. I need to get back down there, and soon.

	She glances at me through the mirror, her eyes narrowing slightly, suspicion flashing across her face. “You seem… distant.”

	“I’m fine,” I lie, forcing a smile. “Just thinking about the day ahead.”

	Emma studies me for a beat longer, then turns her attention back to her reflection. “You’re going to love today,” she says, her voice softening just enough to seem human. “This is what you’ve been waiting for, isn’t it? Being part of something bigger than yourself?”

	I nod, my stomach churning as the words leave her lips. Bigger than myself. That’s what Elise thought too, and now she’s gone.

	“Yeah,” I whisper, the words bitter in my mouth. “It is.”

	The drive to the magazine’s headquarters is too quiet, tension thick in the air between us. Emma is lost in her own world, her eyes distant as she navigates the streets. The weight of her words, of her madness, presses down on me as I stare out the window, trying to make sense of what I’ve gotten myself into.

	We pull into the parking lot, the sleek building looming above us, a testament to Emma’s curated, untouchable world. She turns off the engine and looks at me with that same hollow smile, the one that hides so much beneath it.

	“Ready?” she asks, her voice tight with something I can’t place.

	I nod, even though I have no idea what I’m ready for anymore.

	Inside, Danielle greets us, her polished exterior masking whatever calculations are going on behind her sharp eyes. She’s seen me before, but today, her gaze lingers longer, assessing, as if she senses something different.

	“So, Lila,” she says with a slight smile, her grip firm as we shake hands. “Emma speaks highly of you.”

	I force myself to smile back, the words caught in my throat. “Thanks.”

	“Emma’s lucky to have you,” she says, her tone casual but layered with something more. “You seem to be doing a great job.”

	Emma interjects before I can respond, her voice light but pointed. “Lila’s been keeping everything running smoothly. I’d be lost without her.”

	Danielle’s brow arches, but she nods, clearly impressed—or at least pretending to be. “Well, keep it up. We need all the sanity we can get.”

	Emma claps her hands, breaking the moment. “Let’s get started,” she says, her tone brisk. “I’m dying to see what they have lined up for me today.”

	As we follow Danielle through the maze of corridors, I feel the weight of the day ahead pressing down on me. I need to get back to the house, back to that basement, back to whatever Emma has hidden there. Time is running out, and if I don’t act soon, I may never find the answers I’m looking for.

	But for now, I play along. 

	Because it’s the only way I’ll survive.

	Emma is whisked away as soon as we step into the room, pulled toward a rack of clothes that shimmer under the fluorescent bulbs. I watch from the doorway, feeling like an intruder in this world of couture and edge, where fabric clings to ambition and every detail is curated for the public. Each piece has been selected to maintain Emma's image—glamorous yet accessible, untouchable yet with a hint of fragility.

	A stylist holds up a sleek, black gown that fits her image perfectly. “Let’s start with this,” she says, her voice detached, professional. Emma barely nods, already slipping behind the screen to change.

	I’m left standing by the door, the outsider who doesn't quite belong. Danielle, Emma’s manager, looks at me from across the room, her smile calculated. “Come in, Lila. You’re part of the team now.”

	Her words feel hollow, almost mocking. I force myself to step further in, though I still feel out of place. This is a world I’ve been carefully pulling myself into, but it’s a world my sister longed for, a world she never truly entered.

	Emma emerges from behind the screen, transformed. The gown hugs her body, accentuating every line, commanding attention as if she were born for this. I catch her reflection in the mirror, and for a fleeting second, I see something behind her polished exterior—something raw, broken. It flickers across her face, then vanishes. Doubt, maybe. Or fear.

	 Or worse, regret.

	The makeup artists descend on her, layering powder and contour, until her face becomes a flawless mask. She no longer looks like herself, more like a statue—cold, distant, and somehow more fragile. I can’t shake the feeling that this is what my sister wanted. This world, this fame. But at what cost?

	The room buzzes with the hum of styling, assistants rushing back and forth, and I find myself sinking deeper into the noise, my thoughts running wild. My mind wanders to the diary I found in Emma’s room, the words that still rattle around in my head. Lila is my sweet little experiment. She doesn’t know, but she’s the key to everything.

	I should leave, walk away from all of this. But every step away feels like abandoning the chance to learn the truth about my sister. I can’t walk away. 

	Not yet. Not when I’m so close.

	“Come on, Lila,” Danielle’s voice cuts through my thoughts. She’s watching Emma with a look I can’t quite read, her eyes narrowed slightly. “She’s good, right?”

	“Yeah,” I manage, though my voice sounds far away. “She’s really good.”

	Danielle doesn’t let up, her tone dropping into something more conspiratorial. “You’ll learn a lot from her. Just stick close. Do what she says, and you’ll be fine.”

	I force a smile, nodding, but inside I feel like screaming. Stick close? Do what she says? The thought is terrifying. The closer I get to Emma, the more I see that she isn’t just a star trying to maintain her relevance—she’s something darker. Something far more dangerous.

	The shoot drags on, and I’m left to my thoughts, my mind circling the same questions, the same fears. I’ve spent years maneuvering my way into this position, playing my part carefully to stay close to Emma. 

	I can’t walk away now. But every passing minute, I feel myself questioning my own sanity. What if I’m wrong? What if I’ve built this narrative in my head, chasing shadows of a ghost that doesn’t exist?

	But then I remember my sister’s face, her voice when she talked about Emma like she was some sort of deity. I remember the last time I saw her, the way she glowed when she mentioned meeting Emma, the certainty that she was on the verge of something big. And then, nothing. Just gone.

	Emma’s voice snaps me back to the room. “That went well,” she says, brushing a tissue across her cheek, dabbing at whatever imperfection she imagines is there. She looks tired, her eyes dull beneath the makeup.

	“We’re not done yet,” Danielle cuts in, walking over with a clipboard in hand. “You’ve still got that interview. It’s been arranged for weeks, daytime TV—perfect exposure.”

	Emma stiffens. “I don’t want to.”

	Danielle’s tone shifts, gentle but firm. “Emma, it’s part of the deal. You know how important this is for the album.”

	“I said I don’t want to,” Emma’s voice cracks, just enough for me to notice. I watch as her hands tremble slightly, her composure beginning to slip.

	Danielle takes a step closer. “You need this. You can’t keep turning down opportunities like this. People need to see you, hear you.”

	Emma’s shoulders tense, her head shaking, the strands of her perfectly styled hair beginning to fall out of place. “It’s so hard to be seen right now,” she mutters, her voice barely above a whisper. “Everything feels so... impossible.”

	Before any of us can react, tears spill from her eyes. She covers her face, muffling her sobs with her hands. Danielle’s surprise flickers across her face for a moment, before she quickly turns to me, gesturing for help.

	I move toward Emma, uncertain, but my instinct takes over. “Emma, it’s okay. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to,” I whisper, hoping the words will soothe her. Danielle murmurs reassurances too, her tone softer now, more careful.

	Emma wipes her eyes, trying to regain control. “I’m just... tired,” she says, barely audible. She glances at me, her eyes red and glassy. “I appreciate you, Lila. You have no idea.”

	Her words twist something inside me. I want to feel sympathy, to believe she’s broken, overwhelmed. But I remember the diary, her words about me being her “experiment.” How can she claim to appreciate me when I’m nothing more than a tool to her?

	She gathers herself, nods at Danielle, and straightens her posture as though she’s pulling herself together from the inside out. “Let’s just get it over with.”

	We move to the interview room, where a journalist is waiting, perched with a notepad and recorder. Emma sits down, her transformation back to the poised pop star almost complete, though I can see the cracks, the strain beneath her calm exterior. The questions begin—the usual fare about her inspiration for the new album, how she balances her career with her personal life. Her answers come mechanically, each word polished and careful.

	But I can’t focus on the interview. I’m too tangled in my thoughts. 

	After everything, after the years of manipulation, what if I’ve imagined it all? I think about reaching out for help, maybe the police. 

	Someone has to listen if I can show them the proof. But then, the doubt creeps in. Who would believe me? I’m isolated, trapped in Emma’s world. 

	Victoria is involved, I know that much. But who else? Danielle, Nathan, Trevor, Lena, Marcus—could any of them be part of it too? Even Alexis?

	The room feels tighter, the walls too close. 

	I can’t trust anyone. 

	The police wouldn’t care, not without something more, and I don’t have Elise’s diary. I’m alone in this. I can’t afford to let anyone see that I’m unraveling.

	The interview wraps up, Emma’s face slipping back into its weary calm as we head toward the exit. Outside, the cold wind hits my skin, but it does nothing to clear my mind. I glance at Emma, watching her adjust her coat, as though nothing that just happened means anything. The tears, the breakdown—it’s all part of the facade.

	Danielle walks ahead, already on her phone, arranging the next thing, the next moment of exposure for Emma. “Good job today,” she says over her shoulder, her voice distant as she steps toward the street. “We’ll keep this momentum going.”

	Emma nods, her eyes unfocused. She turns to me, offering a faint smile that doesn’t reach her eyes. “I couldn’t have done it without you, Lila. Thank you.”

	The words hang between us, cold and hollow, and I feel the weight of them pulling at me. I smile back, though inside, the scream lingers just below the surface.

	As we drive back, the city blurs around us, each building passing by like shadows. Emma stares out the window, lost in her thoughts, while I sit beside her, more uncertain than ever.

	 

	***

	 

	The mansion looms ahead, cold and indifferent, its towering façade like a silent witness to everything that happens behind its walls. Emma walks beside me, her steps quick, purposeful. There’s something in the way she moves—each step controlled, deliberate—but I can feel the exhaustion rolling off her, even if she won’t show it. It’s like watching someone wear a mask, and I know she’s been doing it for years, slipping in and out of roles as easily as she breathes.

	We step into the foyer, and the heavy stillness of the house settles over us. The chandelier above casts long shadows across the floor, making the space feel even emptier. Emma turns to me, her expression distant, her voice soft but detached. "Dinner will be ready in an hour."

	She offers me a smile, small and tight, then disappears up the stairs, leaving me standing alone in the vast emptiness of the house. I watch her go, my thoughts spinning. Every moment with her feels like a scene she’s rehearsed a thousand times, like she’s playing a part no one else is privy to. But underneath it all, I can feel something darker lurking—something she’s hiding. And I’m not sure how much longer she can keep it buried.

	The silence is oppressive, thick in the air around me. I head to the kitchen, my footsteps muffled by the polished floors, each step echoing louder in my head than it does in the house. The caterers are gone, their traces wiped clean, leaving the kitchen spotless, sterile. I move through the space, running my fingers along the countertops, feeling the cool surface beneath my skin.

	I pause at one of the drawers, opening it with a shaky hand, my mind racing. The normalcy of it—looking through utensils in this pristine, perfect kitchen—feels surreal. Like I’m pretending everything is fine. But nothing is fine. Nothing has been fine for a long time.

	And then I see it. The paring knife. Its blade catches the faint light, sharp and gleaming. My hand hovers over it, my heart pounding in my chest. I know I shouldn’t, but I reach for it, my fingers wrapping around the handle. The weight of it feels heavy, solid. And for the first time all day, something feels real.

	Emma’s words flash through my mind—the way she casually mentioned blacking out, how she loses time without realizing it. The thought tightens the knot of fear that’s been growing in me for weeks, a fear that keeps creeping closer every day. I can’t let her catch me off guard. Not here. Not in this house, where everything feels like it’s on the edge of shattering.

	I slip the knife into my pocket, the cool metal pressing against my leg as I make my way upstairs. My steps are careful, too careful, as if I’m afraid the house can hear my thoughts, the secrets running wild through my head. The door to my room creaks when I push it open, the sound making my breath hitch. I step inside, closing it gently behind me. The wood feels solid against my back as I lean against it, taking a deep breath, trying to steady the rush of fear that’s pressing down on me.

	The room is cloaked in shadows, stretching out from every corner, wrapping around the furniture like dark vines. I cross the room slowly, the weight of the knife pulling at me, reminding me of what I’ve just done. It doesn’t feel right to have it. But then again, nothing about this situation feels right. I sit on the edge of the bed, gripping the knife in my hand, turning it over and over as if the answers to all my questions are hidden in the cold steel.

	It feels foreign in my grasp, dangerous. But there’s a strange comfort in it too, a sense of control that I’ve been missing for so long. I slip it under the pillow, letting the handle rest within reach. I change into my nightclothes, but even as I do, my thoughts race back to the events of the day—Emma’s confession, the tension that clung to her at the photoshoot, the diary.

	The weight of it all presses down on me as I crawl into bed. The covers feel too heavy, too stifling. I stare at the ceiling, trying to quiet the storm in my head, but my thoughts keep circling back to the cryptic entries in Emma’s diary, the words that hinted at something far worse than I ever could’ve imagined. She wrote about me as if I’m nothing more than a pawn in her game, as if I’m just another piece in whatever twisted plan she’s crafting. Lila is the key to everything, she’d written. She’ll save me.

	The words chill me, twisting in my gut, but I can’t shake the feeling that there’s more. More to Emma’s madness. More that I don’t know. More I’m not ready for.

	The knife’s handle digs into my hand as I grip it tighter beneath the pillow, the cold metal pressing into my skin. My heart pounds in my chest, every creak of the house setting my nerves on edge. I don’t know what’s coming, but I know I have to be ready. For her. For whatever she’s hiding. For whatever she’s planning.

	I try to close my eyes, try to will myself to sleep, but it’s impossible. The fear gnaws at me, growing stronger with every passing second. I keep thinking about the way Emma smiled at the camera today, the way she laughed during the photoshoot, as if everything was normal, as if the darkness she harbors isn’t right beneath the surface. As if she isn’t unraveling.

	I think about the knife, the cold reminder of the reality I’m living in, tucked under my pillow, waiting. The darkness in this house stretches longer each night, creeping closer, wrapping tighter around me. I don’t know if I’ll be able to sleep. I don’t know if I want to.

	I lie there, eyes wide open, waiting for the sound of footsteps outside my door. 

	Waiting for Emma.
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	Lila has no idea she’s been injected with a lie.

	The thought clings to my mind as I stand in the bathroom, surrounded by vials and syringes, tools that represent desperation masquerading as hope. Lila’s insulin pen lies among them, nestled between the various implements of my survival.

	 My hands, steady in spite of everything, withdraw the substance from one of the vials—this liquid that I’ve pinned all my fears and anxieties onto. It promises what science hasn’t yet delivered, a lifeline, a salvation that comes at a cost I refuse to acknowledge.

	 With practiced ease, I don’t replace her insulin entirely but mix in just enough of my concoction. 

	Just enough to keep her under control, to ensure she’s part of the plan. It’s been two weeks, I should see some sort of change.

	I glance at my reflection. 

	The mole, small but darker than before, seems to mock me from the corner of my vision. I can almost feel it spreading beneath my skin, like roots sinking deep into my body. Two weeks of injections, and there’s been no real change. The panic builds, creeping along the edges of my mind, but I shove it down, focusing on what needs to be done.

	When I return to the living room, Lila is sitting on the edge of the couch, her attention absorbed by the screen of her phone. The glow highlights her youthful face, her thumb flicking through images or messages that seem worlds away from the reality I’m crafting around her.

	“Lila,” I call out, keeping my tone soft yet firm. She looks up, startled, caught off guard like a child caught with their hand in the cookie jar.

	“Yes, Emma?” Her voice is tentative, the spell of the screen broken.

	“I think it’s time to put that away,” I say, motioning toward her phone. “It’s distracting you from what we’re doing here, and I need you fully focused.”

	She hesitates, glancing down at her phone as if it’s a lifeline. “I was just checking in with a friend. I’ll be quick.”

	I feel a flicker of irritation, masked by a smile. “Lila, this isn’t about being quick. It’s about focus. We can’t have any distractions, not with what we’re working on.”

	Her eyes flicker with uncertainty, and she clutches the phone a little tighter. “But I can keep it on silent, or turn it off. I just—”

	“No.” My voice is firmer now, cutting through her objections. “You don’t understand. What we’re doing here is confidential. I can’t risk anything being leaked. Not even by accident.”

	Her expression shifts to one of confusion, a furrow appearing between her brows. “But I would never—”

	“It’s not about what you would do, Lila,” I interrupt, my tone softening just a bit, playing on her emotions. “It’s about what could happen. Phones get hacked, messages get intercepted. You know how it is these days. I need to protect this project—and you—from any potential risks.”

	She looks down at her phone, clearly torn, and I seize the opportunity to push a little harder.

	“I thought you understood how important this is to me,” I say, letting a note of hurt enter my voice. “I thought you wanted to help, to be a part of something special. But if you don’t feel comfortable, I understand. I just didn’t expect this from you.”

	The words hit their mark. Her head snaps up, and there’s a flash of guilt in her eyes. “No, it’s not that. I do want to help, Emma. I just didn’t realize…”

	“Of course, you didn’t,” I say, moving in for the kill. “Because I haven’t explained it well enough. I’m sorry if I’ve made you feel pressured, but I need you to trust me. I wouldn’t ask this if it wasn’t absolutely necessary.”

	She wavers, torn between her attachment to the phone and her desire to please me. The guilt, the need for approval, it all plays out on her face. Finally, with a resigned sigh, she stands and walks to the trash bin in the corner. She hesitates one last time, looking at the phone as if it’s something precious, then drops it in. The sound of it hitting the bottom is a finality, a severing of ties to the outside world.

	“Thank you,” I say, placing a hand on her shoulder as she returns to the couch. “You don’t know how much this means to me.”

	She sits down, looking at me with those wide, trusting eyes, waiting for my next move. The look should fill me with guilt, but instead, it solidifies the control I have over her. She’s mine now, in every way that matters.

	I lean back into the couch, the cushions sinking under my weight as I watch Lila. She’s sitting across from me, hands folded in her lap, a mixture of curiosity and caution in her eyes. My body feels heavy, weaker than usual, and I hate that she might notice. I’ve been injecting myself for weeks now, but every day I feel less like myself. The mole, that dark blot on my shoulder, feels bigger today. Maybe it’s spreading beneath my skin, invading me in ways I can’t see.

	I shift, forcing a smile. “Tell me something, Lila,” I begin, my tone soft, almost coaxing. “I’ve been wondering—how well do you know yourself? Like, really know yourself?”

	Her brow furrows slightly, thrown off by the question. She opens her mouth to answer, but I press on, not giving her the chance to think too much. “You’re smart, I can see that. You study hard at Columbia, but that’s not what I’m asking. What do you think you’re missing out on? What’s keeping you from becoming who you’re supposed to be?”

	She hesitates, her eyes flicking toward the door as if she’s thinking of a way out. “I don’t know, I guess… I don’t really hang out with anyone at school. I’m always busy with classes and… other things.”

	I watch her, studying the way her fingers twist nervously in her lap. “No friends? No one you can really talk to?”

	She shakes her head, eyes cast down. “Not really. I’ve never been close to people. I focus on what I need to do.”

	I nod, keeping my voice gentle, inviting. “That’s good. Dedication is rare. But don’t you think it’s lonely? I mean, to be doing all of this alone?”

	She blinks, surprised by the turn in the conversation. “It’s not that bad. I’ve always been better on my own.”

	I lean forward, feeling the weight in my limbs as I do. Everything feels heavier these days. “Lila, I know what that’s like. I’ve been surrounded by people my whole life, but I’ve never felt more alone. People don’t really care about you. They care about what you can do for them. They want your image, your success… but they never want you.”

	She looks up at me, and I can see it—the hesitation, the flicker of connection she’s starting to feel. “But you’re… you’re Emma Blake. People love you.”

	“Do they?” My voice is barely above a whisper. I glance down at my hands, fingers pale and thin, more fragile than they should be. “Sometimes I wonder if it’s all going to crumble. This career, this… image. What if I flop? What if I can’t keep it together, and they all just turn on me? I’m scared, Lila. You know that, right? I’m scared.”

	Her eyes widen at my admission, her posture softening. I let the vulnerability hang in the air, the truth of it sinking into her, pulling her closer. I need her to see me as something broken, something she can help fix.

	“Emma, you’re not going to flop. People adore you.”

	I shake my head slowly, feeling the exhaustion creeping through my bones. “But what if they stop? What if this”—I gesture vaguely at the house, the fame, everything—“just fades away? And then what? What am I left with? This mole? The decay?” I press a hand to my shoulder where the mole lurks under the fabric, a constant reminder of the cancer I’m sure is growing inside me.

	I see the sympathy in her eyes now, the way she’s leaning in slightly, her guard dropping. “You won’t lose it all. You’ve worked so hard.”

	“That’s the thing,” I murmur, my voice trembling ever so slightly. “What if all the work doesn’t matter? What if my body… gives up on me before I can even prove I deserve this?”

	Her gaze flits to my shoulder, as if she can see what I’m hiding beneath my clothes. “You’re not sick, though. You’ve said the doctors told you it’s not cancer.”

	“They don’t know,” I say quickly, my tone sharpening. I catch myself, softening again. “They don’t understand. It’s growing. I feel it. No one listens when I tell them how scared I am.”

	She sits quietly, taking it in, her own confusion mixing with the concern I’ve been stoking. I can see it in her eyes—the doubt about her own instincts. She’s torn between trusting me and wondering if I’m losing control. And that’s where I need her.

	“Look,” I continue, leaning back again, my weakness apparent as I rest against the cushions. “I’m not saying this to make you worry. I just need someone I can trust. Someone who isn’t trying to use me. I thought… maybe that could be you, Lila.”

	Her breath catches, and she nods quickly. “Of course, Emma. I’m here for you. I wouldn’t—”

	“I know.” My voice is soft again, a gentle reassurance. “I see that. You’re different. You’re not like the rest of them.”

	She relaxes, a small smile creeping onto her face. I watch the shift, the way she so desperately wants to believe that she’s important to me, that she’s part of something bigger. I’ve pulled her closer, woven her into my world.

	But the truth is, none of it matters if I can’t stop this. The injections are supposed to work. They’re supposed to stop the decay, reverse it. But every day, I feel weaker. My body is failing me, and all I have is this experiment, this last-ditch attempt to survive.

	“So tell me more,” I say, changing the subject, though my mind is elsewhere. “What do you want out of this, Lila? Out of life?”

	She hesitates, caught off guard by the shift. “I… I don’t know. I guess I just want to matter. To be part of something important.”

	I nod slowly, letting her words sink in. “You already are. You’re part of this with me. And together, we’re going to do something no one else could. We’re going to change the game, Lila.”

	Her smile widens, and I see the relief wash over her, the validation she’s been craving. She’s all in now, fully wrapped in the idea that she’s helping me, that she’s part of my world. But she doesn’t know what’s really happening. She doesn’t know that I’ve been injecting her with something dangerous, something that might kill her.

	"Let me grab us a drink," I say, rising from the couch with a calm exterior that hides the storm brewing inside me. Lila's been pouring her heart out, every word cementing her vulnerability, her malleability. She’s at the point where I need her to be—compliant, unguarded. But I need her unconscious, unable to resist or question what comes next. I have to see if the injections are working, if the cream is transforming her skin as I desperately hope it will.

	I head to the kitchen, retrieving a bottle of wine I spiked earlier. The roofie has dissolved completely, leaving no trace, just a liquid that promises compliance. I pour two glasses, my mind already spinning with the possibilities, the need to know if this treatment can save me.

	Returning to the living room, I offer her the glass, a smile fixed on my face. "A little wine, to unwind and celebrate all the progress we’re making together."

	She takes the glass but hesitates, looking down at the dark liquid with uncertainty. "I don’t really drink, Emma. And I’m not even twenty-one yet. I shouldn’t…"

	Her reluctance grates against my carefully laid plans. I can feel the tension in my muscles, the urge to force her, but I keep my voice steady. "Lila, it’s just one glass. We're in the privacy of my home. It’s not like you’re out at some bar. This is about trust, about letting go for a moment."

	She shakes her head, setting the glass down on the coffee table with a firmness that surprises me. "No, I can’t. I’m sorry, but I can’t."

	Frustration bubbles up, but I swallow it down, masking it with a warm smile. "Of course, I understand. I just wanted us to relax together. Maybe I was pushing too much." The words taste bitter, but I force them out, careful not to reveal the anger simmering beneath.

	I excuse myself, pretending to need the restroom, but really, I’m heading for the small drawer in my bedroom where I keep a stash of sleeping pills. Temazepam, a mild sedative, something I’ve used on sleepless nights when nothing else would quiet my racing mind. I crush one of the pills into a fine powder, carefully collecting it in a tissue, then return to the kitchen to mix it into a Shirley Temple. Something sweet, something innocent that wouldn’t raise her suspicions.

	When I return, I find Lila staring at the untouched glass of wine, as if she’s disappointed in herself for not being able to meet my expectations. Perfect. I hand her the Shirley Temple, the vibrant red liquid glistening in the low light. "Here, I made you something non-alcoholic. I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable."

	She accepts the drink with a grateful smile, the tension in her shoulders easing as she sips it. "Thank you, Emma. I just didn’t want you to think I’m some kind of prude."

	I smile back, the predator within me satisfied with how easily she’s been led. "Of course not, Lila. I completely understand. The last thing I want is for you to feel pressured. This is supposed to be fun, after all."

	She nods, taking another sip, and I watch with a mixture of anticipation and dread. It won’t take long. The pill will work its way through her system, and soon, she’ll be unconscious. My mind races, thinking of the places I need to inspect, the areas where the injections should be showing results by now.

	We continue talking, but my focus is elsewhere. I’m watching her eyes, her movements, waiting for the signs that the sedative is taking effect. Her eyelids start to droop, her words becoming slower, more drawn out.

	"Maybe I’m more tired than I thought," she mumbles, setting the glass down as she slumps further into the couch.

	"Why don’t you lie down?" I suggest, my voice gentle, soothing. "You’ve had a long day. Rest for a bit."

	She nods weakly, barely able to keep her eyes open, and I help her stretch out on the couch, tucking a blanket around her as if I’m doing her a kindness. But the kindness is a lie, just like everything else I’ve told her. Once her breathing deepens, signaling she’s fully under, I allow myself a moment of satisfaction.

	Now comes the real test.

	I wait a few minutes to ensure she’s completely unconscious, then I begin. The invasive nature of my inspection doesn’t faze me—it’s a necessity. I start by unbuttoning her shirt, exposing the pale skin of her torso. My hands move methodically, clinically, as I push the fabric aside, examining every inch of her body. Her skin should be responding by now. There should be signs of improvement, of regeneration.

	But instead, I’m met with something far worse.

	Her skin, once flawless, now shows dark bruises forming beneath the surface, ugly marks that stand in stark contrast to her previous perfection. Blisters have begun to appear along her arms and sides, angry red welts that make my stomach twist in knots. I move lower, inspecting her breasts, her abdomen, every place where the injections were administered, where the cream was applied.

	The sight is horrifying.

	Bruises spread like ink stains across her body, dark and foreboding, while blisters bubble up, some already breaking open to reveal raw, tender flesh beneath. I move down to her legs, pushing up her skirt, my hands trembling as I search for any sign that the cream has done something, anything positive. But it’s all the same—darkness and damage where there should have been renewal.

	I hesitate before moving to her most private area, but the need to know drives me forward. The skin around her vagina shows the same distress, the same pattern of bruising and blistering. I feel a wave of nausea, not just from the sight but from the realization that this experiment isn’t just failing—it’s causing irreparable harm.

	My heart races, my mind spinning with panic. This was supposed to be the answer, the cure for the thing growing inside me. But if this is what it’s doing to her, what hope is there for me?

	I pull away, horrified by what I’ve done, by what I’m capable of. The girl lying unconscious before me is no longer just a pawn—she’s a victim of my desperation, of my fear. I don’t know how to undo this, don’t know how to fix what I’ve broken. All I know is that time is running out, and I’m more terrified than ever.

	The sight of Lila’s damaged body stays with me as I retreat to the bathroom, washing my hands over and over as if that could cleanse me of the guilt, the shame. But no amount of scrubbing will erase what I’ve done. The bruises, the blisters—they’re marks not just on her skin, but on my soul.

	I stare at my reflection in the mirror, and for the first time, I see the truth: I’ve become a monster in my quest to save myself. And the worst part is, I’m not sure I can stop.

	The room is silent, save for the soft hum of the air conditioning. Lila lies unconscious on the couch, her chest rising and falling in a slow, steady rhythm. I stand over her, my heart pounding, my hands trembling slightly as I prepare myself for what I’m about to do. This isn’t just an experiment anymore—it’s an autopsy of the living, a dissection of hope and desperation.

	I start with her shirt, fingers methodical as I unbutton each clasp, exposing the pale expanse of her torso. The fabric falls away, revealing skin that should be smooth, unblemished. But instead, I’m met with the first signs of failure: dark patches spreading beneath the surface, like the ink stains of a nightmare.

	I press my fingers against her side, feeling the bruises bloom under my touch, the skin giving way like overripe fruit. My stomach churns as I push harder, needing to see the extent of the damage. The bruises aren’t just on the surface; they run deep, the tissue beneath swollen and tender, rejecting everything I’d hoped the injections would accomplish.

	I move to her arms, rolling up her sleeves to reveal more of the same. The skin is marred with blisters, some small and still forming, others large and angry, threatening to burst with the slightest pressure. I can’t stop myself from probing, pressing the pads of my fingers against the largest blister on her forearm until it gives way, the skin splitting open, oozing clear fluid mixed with blood. The sight is grotesque, a betrayal of everything I’d been striving for.

	My breath catches in my throat as I unhook her bra, exposing her breasts. The bruises are even worse here, spreading like a disease across the soft flesh, the skin puckering and tearing in places where the injections were concentrated. I push against the tissue, harder this time, desperate to find something—anything—that shows progress, but all I find is more damage. The flesh beneath her skin feels wrong, as if it’s turning to mush, disintegrating under the weight of my fingers.

	I move lower, pushing up her skirt and slipping her panties down her thighs, my hands shaking as I do. Her legs are a map of failure, dark bruises that twist around her calves, her thighs, her knees. The skin here is almost black in places, the bruising so deep that it feels like the flesh itself is rotting. I spread her legs, my eyes locking onto the skin around her vagina. The sight makes my stomach turn. The delicate skin is mottled, blistered, the creases marred with the same dark bruises, the same failing tissue that marks the rest of her body.

	I force myself to inspect her further, parting her labia with trembling fingers. The skin here should be pink, healthy, but instead it’s sickly, bruised, with signs of the blisters creeping into places that should never bear such marks. I feel the heat rising from her, the signs of infection, of a body breaking down under the strain of something unnatural. My hand recoils, wet with the mixture of blood and fluid from the blisters that I’ve already broken open.

	I step back, wiping my hands on a towel with increasing urgency, but nothing can erase the stains that have settled on me. This was supposed to be the answer, the miracle that would save me from the decay I fear more than anything else. But all I’ve done is turn Lila’s body into a canvas of horror, a grotesque portrait of my own failure.

	The nausea is overwhelming now, bile rising in my throat as I stare down at the girl I’ve destroyed in my desperation. She’s no longer just a tool, no longer just a fan I’ve manipulated into fulfilling my darkest needs. She’s a living being, a person who trusted me, who believed in me. And I’ve taken that trust, that belief, and twisted it into something monstrous.

	I pull away, unable to look at her any longer. My hands shake uncontrollably as I back away, leaving her body exposed, her skin marred by the darkness I’ve inflicted upon it. I retreat to the bathroom, my breath coming in short, ragged gasps as I turn on the sink, splashing water onto my face, my hands, scrubbing at the remnants of my guilt. But the water does nothing to cleanse me of the horror I’ve created.

	I thought I was in control. For the first time in weeks, I thought I was in control of my own future.

	I guess not.

	Staring into the mirror, I see the truth reflected back at me: I’ve become the very thing I feared most—a body consumed by decay, by the relentless march of time. But this isn’t just physical. It’s my soul, my very being, rotting away under the weight of what I’ve done.

	And as I stand there, hands still trembling, I know there’s no going back. I can’t undo what I’ve done to Lila. I can’t erase the bruises, the blisters, the horror that I’ve etched into her flesh. All I can do is move forward, deeper into the darkness that now surrounds me, hoping that somehow, some way, I’ll find the salvation I so desperately need.

	But as I glance back at Lila, lying still and broken on the couch, I wonder if that salvation will ever come—or if I’ve damned us both.
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	Relevancy is a cruel mistress.

	 She gives you everything—fame, adoration, power—until the moment she decides you’re no longer worthy. I stare at the metrics on my phone, the numbers glaring back at me, accusing. Nearly 100,000 followers gone in the blink of an eye, and I can’t blame them. My social media, once a carefully crafted tapestry of perfection, sits abandoned, stagnant. 

	Lila's TikTok and Instagram tips haven’t helped; no matter how many times she suggests new trends or strategies, they all feel hollow. The longer I wait to post, the louder the absence becomes.

	Spotify isn’t any kinder. I’ve slipped out of the top 100, a position I used to hold with an iron grip. I can feel the world moving on, leaving me behind in this widening void. And all I can think about is the mole on my shoulder—the silent, insidious invader that’s tearing everything away from me.

	In the car, Lila sits beside me, her head leaning against the window. She looks fragile, like something’s been draining her from the inside. I watch her from the corner of my eye as we drive to the studio. There’s one more song to add to the album. Just one, and it has to be perfect. It has to be the key that stops everything from falling apart.

	“What do you want for the last track?” Lila asks, her voice faint, like it takes effort just to speak.

	“It’ll come to me in the booth,” I reply, staring straight ahead. Her discomfort is obvious, but I don’t have the space for it right now. I need to focus. Everything rides on this.

	She shifts beside me, pressing a hand to her stomach, wincing. “Are you okay?” I force myself to ask.

	“I’m fine,” she whispers, but there’s no conviction in her tone. Her skin is pale, her body curled in on itself, and the exhaustion in her eyes mirrors my own.

	When we arrive at the studio, the familiar space does nothing to soothe me. Lena and Nathan are already inside, waiting, their smiles strained. I feel the weight of their expectations pressing on me.

	“Emma, you ready to nail this last track?” Lena’s voice is cheerful, but there’s an edge to it, a tightness that makes me uneasy.

	“Of course,” I say, smiling—a mask that feels brittle, like it could crack at any moment. “Let’s get started.”

	Lila lingers by the door, her usual energy sapped. She’s been quieter lately, more withdrawn, and it’s impossible not to notice the way she avoids my gaze, the way her body seems to cave in on itself. But I need her here. I need her as a reminder of what’s at stake, why I’m fighting so hard to stay relevant.

	I step into the booth, the microphone standing before me like a judge. The pressure builds, thick and suffocating, but I force myself to focus. The song will come. It has to.

	I scribble down lyrics, pulling them from the dark, hidden corners of my mind. The words come slowly, but they’re raw, unpolished, honest in a way I haven’t allowed myself to be in years. I sing, pouring out everything I’ve been avoiding—the fear, the desperation, the unraveling. This isn’t just another song. It’s a confession.

	When I step out of the booth, the exhaustion hits me like a tidal wave. Lena and Nathan are quiet, their expressions unreadable. For a moment, I think I’ve failed.

	Then Lena speaks, her voice soft, almost reverent. “Emma, this... this is your best work.”

	Nathan nods, eyes wide with something I wasn’t expecting. “It’s real. People will feel this.”

	I should feel relieved, but instead, my gaze drifts to Lila, slumped in a chair, her face ghostly, her eyes dull. She looks more than uncomfortable now; she looks sick. The injections, the creams, they’re taking a toll I didn’t anticipate. But I can’t focus on that. Not now.

	“Are you sure you’re okay?” I ask her again, my voice sharper than I intended.

	“I’m just tired,” she mumbles. “Didn’t sleep well.”

	“You’ll feel better once we’re done,” I say, forcing a smile. But even I don’t believe it.

	We finish up, and as I step outside the studio, I glance at my phone, the numbers still there, mocking me. Maybe this song will bring them back. Maybe it’ll make the world remember who I am.

	Maybe.

	But I feel the exhaustion pulling me under, like I’m sinking. My body has been growing weaker with each passing day, the weight of the mole dragging me down. It’s like a curse—one that no amount of success can undo. I need to step away. Just for a minute.

	I tell them I need a break, ducking into the bathroom. As soon as I’m alone, I lean against the sink, my hands gripping the porcelain until my knuckles turn white. The fatigue is suffocating, a deep ache that’s settled in my bones. I feel... fragile, like I’m cracking at the edges.

	The mirror draws me in. I stare at the mole on my shoulder, that ugly, dark stain that’s ruining everything. I don’t know how long I stand there, but time seems to blur. Ten minutes, maybe more. I can’t stop looking at it, can’t stop feeling its presence crawling under my skin. The rage starts to build, hot and furious. How is it possible that I’ve survived so much—people I’ve hurt, mistakes I’ve covered up—and this is what will destroy me?

	I let out a strangled laugh, one that turns into a guttural sound of anger. I’ve killed for less. I’ve fought for my survival in ways that would horrify anyone if they knew. And now, this blemish, this piece of nothing, is going to be my undoing?

	My hand trembles as I reach into my bag, pulling out the tweezers. I stare at the mole in the mirror, my breath coming in shallow, uneven gasps. My fingers are steady as I bring the metal tips to my skin. Without thinking, without hesitation, I dig the tweezers into the flesh, pulling at the mole, feeling the sharp sting as it tears away.

	The pain is immediate, blinding. A scream escapes my throat, echoing in the tiled bathroom, but I can’t stop. I rip at it again, yanking the mole from my skin with a force that leaves me gasping, shaking. Blood spills down my shoulder, pooling on the floor, staining the white sink.

	I stand there, staring at the mess, my hands trembling, the pain searing through me. But the mole is gone. I’ve ripped it out. I’ve won, in a way.

	For a moment, all I can do is breathe, my chest heaving, the adrenaline coursing through my veins. Then I move, grabbing a wad of toilet paper and pressing it to the wound. The blood keeps coming, but I shove more paper against it, forcing myself to stay calm.

	I wash the tweezers in the sink, watching as the water runs red, swirling down the drain. My reflection looks hollow, my eyes wide, wild. But the mole is gone.

	I press more toilet paper around the wound, wrapping it in layers until the bleeding slows. My shoulder throbs, the pain radiating through my body, but I force myself to stand up straight. I have to go back out there. I can’t let anyone see what just happened.

	I walk back to the studio, the pain sharp but bearable. I force a smile as I rejoin the others, pretending like nothing’s wrong, like I didn’t just tear a piece of myself out in the bathroom.

	But inside, I’m shaking.

	And I know, deep down, that it’s far from over.
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	The needle slides into my skin without hesitation, the familiar sting grounding me as I push the insulin into my system. I’ve done this a thousand times, but today, the motion feels heavier. Everything does. 

	There’s a weight pressing on me, the knowledge that time is running out, both for me and for Emma.

	I pull the needle free, eyes drifting to the phone sitting on the table. Another post, another round of curating Emma’s perfect life. The screen blinks up at me, showing her Instagram feed, a sea of carefully posed moments that have nothing to do with the truth. She’s sitting across from me, her head tilted, a faint smile on her lips, but exhaustion lingers in the shadows of her face.

	Her left shoulder is wrapped in a thick white bandage, barely hidden beneath her shirt. She hasn’t mentioned it. I don’t ask. I know better than to pry, but it’s there—another sign that everything about Emma is unraveling.

	“We need a caption for this,” she says, her voice lazy, as she scrolls through the recent pictures we took earlier in the day.

	I lean forward, swallowing the unease rising in my chest. “How about something simple? Like, ‘Embracing the journey, day by day’?”

	Emma frowns, her gaze sharp. “No, it’s too vague. People need to feel like I’m in control. Like I know what I’m doing.”

	I nod, my mind racing, trying to come up with something better. "What about ‘Every moment is a new chapter’?”

	She clicks her tongue, dissatisfied. “Sounds cliché.”

	I grip the phone tighter, my frustration growing. I’m so close, just weeks away from being done with all of this. Done pretending. Done playing the role of the perfect assistant. Soon, I’ll have the proof I need, the final piece that ties Emma to my sister’s disappearance. The penny will finally drop. 

	This will all be worth it.

	But for now, I have to keep playing along. I offer another suggestion, softer this time. “How about, ‘Finding beauty in every step forward’?”

	She considers it for a moment, then nods slightly. “Fine. That works.” She’s distracted, her fingers rubbing absentmindedly over the bandage on her shoulder. The white gauze seems to stand out against her skin, a silent marker of something she’s hiding. I wonder what she’s done now, what wound she’s covering up. She’s always hiding something, always afraid of showing the world the truth beneath the surface.

	As I type the caption into her phone, I glance at her out of the corner of my eye. “Do you want to go for a run after this?”

	Emma’s gaze flickers with something unreadable, but she nods. “I could use the fresh air.”

	I don’t feel up to it. My body aches, the fatigue sinking deep into my muscles, but I ask anyway. Maybe I just want to feel normal for a moment, to forget about everything. The bruises, the rashes—they can wait.

	We finish the post, and I follow her outside. My legs feel heavy, and my breath comes shorter with each step. I’m barely keeping up, but I push myself, forcing my feet to move. Emma seems distant, her movements mechanical. Her bandaged shoulder doesn’t slow her down, but I can see the tension in her body, the subtle stiffness in the way she runs. She’s weak too, whether she’ll admit it or not.

	By the time we return, my body feels like it’s been through a grinder. I’m dizzy, my skin feels like it’s burning, and I just want to collapse. But I don’t say anything. I can’t let her know. Not now.

	When I get back to my room, I strip off my clothes and step into the shower. The water hits my skin, hot and almost soothing, but then I look down.

	Bruises. 

	Dark, spreading across my arms, my thighs. Rashes, red and angry, trailing along my sides. My breath catches, and for a moment, I just stare at my own skin, horrified. What is happening to me?

	I run my fingers over the marks, as if I can wipe them away, but they’re real. They’re there. I don’t know why this is happening, but part of me, a deep, gnawing part, whispers that Emma has something to do with it. I don’t know how, but the thought clings to me.

	I want to scream, to demand answers, but I can’t. I can’t risk angering her. I’ve seen what she’s capable of when she’s pushed, and I can’t afford to be on the receiving end of that rage. Not when I’m so close. Not when I have barely a month left.

	I turn off the water, wrap a towel around myself, and stand in front of the mirror. My reflection looks wrong. There’s a hollowness in my eyes, a tightness in my face that wasn’t there before. The bruises stare back at me, silent evidence of something I can’t yet understand.

	I get dressed slowly, pulling my clothes over the angry marks, hiding them from view. I can’t let Emma see. I can’t let her know what’s happening. If she suspects I’m onto her, that I might be figuring out what she’s done—what she’s still doing—everything could fall apart. I’ve come too far to lose now.

	I climb into bed, my body aching, my mind racing. I’m trapped in this, in her world, but I’m so close to the end. I just have to hold on. Just a little longer.

	I fight to keep my eyes open, the weight of exhaustion pulling me under like a riptide. Every muscle aches, my skin still tingling from the bruises and rashes. My mind swirls, a dark, dizzy haze that makes it hard to think straight. I lie in bed, staring at the ceiling, knowing I’m running out of time.

	The clock ticks louder with every second, reminding me of the month I have left as Emma’s assistant. Just a little longer. I can’t waste this chance, not when I’m so close to the truth about my sister.

	I force myself up, the world around me spinning for a moment before I steady. My limbs feel like lead as I creep out of my room and down the hall, every step careful, deliberate. The house is quiet, but I can feel the tension, the way it wraps around me, tightening with each movement.

	I reach the top of the stairs and glance down toward the basement door. 

	That door. 

	My heart pounds as I approach it, the handle cold beneath my fingers. I know this is a risk. I know what could happen if she catches me, but I need to see what’s behind that door. I need to know what she’s hiding.

	As I pull the tweezers from my pocket, ready to try the lock, I hear it.

	“Lila?”

	Her voice cuts through the quiet, sharp and sudden. My heart stops for a second, dread creeping into my veins. I shove the tweezers into my pocket and spin on my heel, racing toward the kitchen, trying to make it look like I was just getting water. The sink glistens under the dull glow, and I grab a glass, filling it halfway before turning around.

	Emma stands in the doorway, her expression unreadable, eyes wide and rimmed with exhaustion. Her hair falls messily over her face, and there’s something frantic in the way she holds herself.

	“What are you doing up?” Her voice is soft but laced with an edge that puts me on guard.

	“Just getting some water,” I say, holding up the glass as if it’s proof. My throat is dry, my pulse racing. She watches me closely, too closely, like she’s trying to decide if I’m lying.

	She takes a step forward, her bare feet barely making a sound on the floor. “Do you… Do you want to sleep in my bed tonight?”

	The question catches me off guard, and for a second, I don’t know what to say. There’s something desperate in her eyes, something raw and vulnerable that makes me want to recoil. But I force a smile, shaking my head gently.

	“I’m okay, Emma. You should get some rest. I’ll see you in the morning.”

	Her face falls, and the shift is immediate. Her lips tremble, her hands curl into fists. I brace myself for what’s coming next.

	“You don’t like me.” Her voice cracks, and she steps toward the counter, gripping the edge as if to steady herself. “Nobody likes me. Nobody wants to be around me. I’m not good enough. Never good enough.”

	I open my mouth to speak, to say something, anything, to calm her down, but she doesn’t let me.

	“I’ve given everything to this world! I’ve bled for this career, for this life, and what do I get? What do I get, Lila? Nothing!” Her hand sweeps across the counter, knocking a glass to the floor, the sound of it shattering like a gunshot in the kitchen. I flinch, my pulse quickening. Emma’s sobs fill the space, raw and broken, and she collapses against the counter, her whole body shaking.

	“Emma…” I begin, stepping closer, trying to keep my voice steady, soothing. “That’s not true. People love you. You just need to rest. Let’s get you to bed, okay?”

	She looks up at me, tears streaming down her face, a look of betrayal mixed with rage. “You’re lying. You think I’m pathetic. Just like everyone else.” Her voice breaks again, and she grabs a plate, hurling it across the room. It crashes against the wall, pieces flying in every direction. I step back, feeling the edges of fear creeping in.

	“No,” I say quickly, shaking my head. “You’re not pathetic, Emma. You’ve done so much. You just… you just need to rest.”

	Her eyes lock onto mine, wide and wild, and for a second, I think she might throw something else. But then the anger crumbles, and she sinks to the floor, sobbing into her hands, her voice a low, broken whisper. “Why doesn’t anyone stay? Why do they all leave me?”

	The sight of her like this—so undone, so lost—sends a chill down my spine. I kneel down beside her, placing a hand on her arm. I can’t fight this anymore. Not tonight.

	“Okay,” I murmur, my voice gentle. “I’ll stay. I’ll sleep in your bed.”

	Her sobs slow, and she looks up at me with those wide, desperate eyes, like she’s drowning and I’m the only one who can save her. “You promise?”

	“I promise.” The words come out before I can stop them. She stands, her body trembling, and I help her to her feet, guiding her back toward her room.

	The walk feels endless, the walls closing in around me as we reach her bedroom. She climbs into bed, curling up under the covers like a child seeking comfort. I follow, lying beside her, my body stiff, my mind screaming at me to leave, to run, to get out while I still can.

	As Emma’s breathing slows beside me, her body finally stilling, I stare at the ceiling, my heart racing, the bruises on my skin throbbing. I’m trapped in this nightmare, but I’m too deep to turn back now.

	And all I can do is wait.
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	July 21, 2024

	 

	It’s complete. 

	Another body of work—done.

	The album sits before me, a reflection of everything I’ve been through. Each song feels like a piece of my soul, cut out and shaped into music. It’s more than an album; it’s a map of my life, every high, every low, every scar. As I listen to the final mixes, I can’t help but see the memories behind the lyrics, the way they weave together into something greater than just music.

	The first track, Glass Skin, captures fragility. I remember staring at the mirror that night, obsessing over the tiny lines forming on my face, the imperfections that felt like cracks spreading under pressure. The melody mirrors that feeling—delicate, almost breakable. It’s about the fear of falling apart when everyone is watching, the weight of perfection hanging over me like a storm ready to break.

	The second track, Broken Home, takes me back to my childhood. The melody is heavy, the lyrics raw, recounting a home filled with distance, a place where love felt more like a ghost than something real. My parents were always too far away, too wrapped up in their own lives to see me or my sisters. That house was like a battlefield where we survived by tiptoeing around each other, afraid to disturb the fragile peace. Writing it was like reopening old wounds, but it needed to be done.

	Heaven Forever is about the dizzying success that came too fast. The melody floats, almost dreamlike, capturing the rush of those early days when the world was at my feet and I thought I was untouchable. But there’s a darker thread woven through the song, a sense of something waiting to fall apart. It’s a foreshadowing of what was to come—the rise before the inevitable collapse.

	Then comes Beneath the Surface, a song that delves into the darkest part of my past—my ex-fiancé. The melody is somber, almost haunting, as I recount the manipulation, the control, the years spent trying to love someone who saw me as a thing to be possessed. The lyrics are raw, the chorus a scream for survival, a declaration that I made it through, but the scars are still there, beneath everything. Writing it was like exorcising demons that refuse to leave.

	Three Swans is softer. A tribute to my sisters, Nikita and Biada. The melody is gentle, more hopeful than the rest of the album. It’s a song about our bond, the way we held each other up through the worst of times. Growing up, it was always the three of us against the world, and no matter what happens, we still have that connection. The chorus swells with warmth, a rare light in an album full of shadows.

	Then comes Empty Mirrors. A slow, mournful track about the days spent staring at my own reflection, searching for flaws, for signs that everything is slipping away. It’s about the obsession with perfection, the helplessness that comes with knowing time will take everything from me, no matter how hard I fight. I wrote it after a day of photoshoots, where every camera flash felt like it was magnifying every tiny imperfection.

	But New Skin marks the turning point. The beat is aggressive, the lyrics filled with defiance as I fight back against the decay. It’s about the treatments, the surgeries, the things I’ve done to keep my body from falling apart. The chorus is a mantra of denial, a refusal to let go of what’s already slipping away. Writing it felt like a battle, a way to channel my anger into something I could control.

	In My Veins dives into the nights spent drowning in alcohol, trying to numb the fear. The beat is relentless, like the nights I couldn’t stop drinking, couldn’t stop running from the thoughts that haunted me. The lyrics are confessional, admitting the struggle I still face, the way I’ve tried to escape the darkness with something that only pulls me deeper into it.

	Shattered Crown is about the cost of chasing perfection. It’s about the people I’ve hurt, the sacrifices I’ve made, and the realization that the crown I’ve been wearing has cracked, broken under the weight of everything I’ve done. The melody lingers like a ghost, the lyrics stripping away the last defenses I’ve built around myself. It’s a moment of clarity, a recognition that the chase for perfection has left me empty.

	Final Act is the climax, the point where everything falls apart. The beat is unrelenting, driving forward like a train headed for disaster. The lyrics confront the truth I’ve been avoiding for years—that no matter how much I fight, I can’t stop the inevitable. Writing it felt like a release, a way to finally face the fears that have been haunting me.

	The album ends with Ghosts of Us, a slow, deliberate ballad about the people I’ve lost and the pieces of myself that are gone forever. The melody is haunting, the lyrics a farewell not just to those I’ve left behind, but to the person I used to be. It’s a goodbye, a final bow before the curtain falls. Writing it was like writing my own epitaph, a way to let go of the past and acknowledge that some things are beyond saving.

	As I listen to the final mixes, there’s a strange sense of closure, but it’s hollow. This album is my confession, my apology, my plea for forgiveness, wrapped up in twelve tracks. It’s a farewell to the life I’ve known, a life that’s slipping through my fingers, no matter how hard I try to hold on. But it’s also my last attempt to hold on to what’s left, to stay relevant in a world that’s ready to move on without me.

	The proposed lead single, Take ur cigarette, has evolved into something more than just a song about a situationship. It’s about walking away from the ashes, leaving behind the remnants of what could have been. The chorus bites, a final act of defiance, and I feel it in my bones as I hear the last chords ring out.

	Marcus smiles at me from across the studio, his usual cool demeanor cracked with admiration. “Emma, this album... it’s something special. You’ve captured something real here. It’s going to change everything.”

	I nod, the weight of his words sinking in. For the first time in months, the paranoia, the fear—it all fades into the background. Maybe, just maybe, I’ve done it. Maybe I’ve finally created something that will last. The validation feels like a balm, soothing the raw edges of everything I’ve been carrying.

	“We should celebrate,” Marcus says, his smile widening. “You’ve earned it.”

	I nod again, though the thought of celebration feels distant, almost surreal. But I agree. Maybe it will keep the fear at bay for just one night.

	Lila and I leave the studio, the drive back to the house stretching out before us. The car is quiet, and I can feel Lila sinking into herself, her exhaustion visible in the way her body folds into the seat. I can’t let her drift away. Not now.

	“So, what did you think of the session today?” I ask, my tone light, trying to spark something in her.

	Lila stirs, her eyes flicking over to me. “It was incredible, Emma. Really. You’ve created something amazing.”

	I smile, though it doesn’t reach my eyes. “I’m glad you think so. It’s different from what I’ve done before, but sometimes you need to evolve, right?”

	“Yeah,” she murmurs, her voice flat, her words lacking the conviction I need to hear.

	I push forward, ignoring the prick of unease in my chest. “I’ve been thinking about the tour. It’s going to be different this time—more intimate, more personal. I want the audience to feel like they’re seeing something real. What do you think?”

	Lila nods, her response slow. “People will love that. They’ll love seeing this side of you.”

	 

	***

	 

	I pull up to the driveway, feeling the hum of satisfaction settling in my chest. The album is done. It’s complete, every note, every word exactly how I wanted it to be. For the first time in months, the suffocating weight that’s been pressing on me lifts, just enough to breathe. But it’s fleeting. In the passenger seat, Lila sits quietly, staring out the window. She’s been like this all day—withdrawn, her face drawn and pale. She doesn’t even offer a word of congratulations, no remark about the brilliance of what we just created. Something’s off.

	As we pull up to the house, I steal a glance at her. She looks distant, lost in thought, her fingers nervously twisting the fabric of her shirt. I try not to let it bother me, but there’s a nagging feeling that’s been creeping in for weeks now. Lila isn’t who she pretends to be. I’ve seen the way she moves through the house at night, the way she lingers in the hallway, her eyes darting to the door to the basement. I hear noises at night, faint footsteps when I know she’s supposed to be asleep.

	She’s up to something. I can feel it.

	We step out of the car, the house looming in front of us, bathed in shadows. Lila heads inside without a word, her movements sluggish, like her body is working against her. I follow her in, keeping my eyes on her back, watching her. She’s been quiet for too long. Maybe she’s tired, maybe it’s the pressure getting to her—but there’s something else. Something she’s not telling me.

	“I’m going to the pool,” she says, her voice barely audible as she drifts toward the back of the house, not waiting for a response.

	I nod, watching her disappear down the hall before heading upstairs. My mind churns. Lila thinks I don’t notice her little games, but I do. She’s always watching, always looking for something. I’ve given her everything, and still, there’s a distance between us, like she’s waiting for the perfect moment to strike. She’s been getting weaker too, more tired, her skin pale, marked by strange bruises. The injections aren’t working the way I thought they would. I’ll have to fix that. I’ll have to take care of her.

	I close the door to my bathroom and stand in front of the mirror, staring at my reflection. I can feel it again—the ache under my skin, the sense that something is wrong. I reach up, fingers brushing over the bandage on my shoulder. I peel it back slowly, the adhesive pulling at my skin. The scab is still there, thick and dark, covering the spot where I tore the mole out. But it’s the edges that catch my attention. Dark, brown skin peeking from beneath the scab, like the mole is still there, just waiting to spread again.

	Rage wells up inside me, hot and fierce. I thought I’d gotten rid of it. I thought I’d torn it out, but it’s still there, mocking me. It’s like the darkness inside me is refusing to leave, clinging to me no matter what I do. The injections were supposed to stop this. Lila was supposed to be the key, but none of it is working. I need to do something else.

	I stare at the scab, feeling the anger pulse through my veins. The edges of the mole are still there, taunting me, a constant reminder that no matter how hard I try to fix myself, something always remains. I press a finger to the scab, hard, feeling the sting beneath my skin. There has to be a way to get rid of it for good. I can’t let this take me down. I’ve come too far.

	The injections, the creams, none of it is enough. 

	I look back at the mirror, eyes narrowing as I study the scab. I could try again. Maybe something stronger, something more aggressive. But it has to be soon. This mole... this thing is spreading, and I don’t have time to waste.

	I splash water on my face, trying to calm the rising panic. My skin feels hot, feverish, the fear clinging to me like a second skin. I close my eyes, inhaling slowly, forcing myself to think. I can’t let Lila see me like this. I need to stay in control. I need to figure this out before it’s too late.

	I wrap a fresh bandage around my shoulder, covering the scab, the dark edges hidden beneath the gauze. My hands shake slightly as I tie it off, the anger still simmering under the surface. Lila has to stay in line. I can’t let her get suspicious. If she finds out what I’ve been doing, if she even suspects... I don’t know what I’ll do. But I’ll stop her, whatever it takes. I’ve done worse before, and I’ll do it again if I have to.

	I head back downstairs, the house eerily still. From the kitchen window, I can see Lila in the pool, floating on her back, her body limp, eyes closed. She looks fragile, almost like she’s given up. I wonder if she’s noticed what’s happening to her yet. If she’s figured out the injections are making her weaker, not stronger.

	I watch her for a moment, feeling the distance between us grow. She’s slipping further away from me, and I can’t let that happen. 

	I leave the window, watching Lila float in the pool, her pale skin ghostly under the water. Her eyes are closed, lips parted, as though she’s drifting far away, somewhere I can’t reach. But I have to reach her. I have to make her understand. I turn from the window, the need to act buzzing beneath my skin.

	In the bathroom, the familiar vials wait for me, lined up on the counter like soldiers ready for battle. The substance glows faintly in the dim light, the pale liquid holding all my hope, my desperation. It’s not working the way I thought it would, but maybe one more dose. A larger amount, enough to push her body past whatever is resisting. For good luck. And then, I’ll move on. I’ll find another experiment, another way to fix this.

	I grab one of Lila’s insulin pens from the small drawer, feeling the cool metal in my hand. My fingers are steady as I fill the pen with the substance, watching the liquid rise, the syringe almost trembling with the weight of what I’m about to do. I feel the sharpness of the moment, the clarity in it. This is necessary. I have to finish what I started.

	But then the door creaks open, and I freeze.

	Lila stands there, dripping water onto the floor, her eyes wide and confused as she takes in the scene—the vials, the syringe, the way I’m holding it so carefully, so deliberately.

	“Emma… what are you doing?” she asks, her voice soft, unsure, like she’s trying to make sense of what she’s seeing.

	My heart pounds, the panic rising in my throat. “It’s nothing, Lila. You don’t understand.”

	She takes a step forward, her gaze flicking between the syringe and my face, her confusion deepening. “What do you mean? What’s in that?” She pauses, the dawning realization hitting her. “What the fuck have you been injecting me with?”

	Her voice shakes, growing louder, sharper. Panic blooms in her eyes as the pieces start to fall into place. I see it, the moment she understands, the moment she realizes I’ve been using her. That I’ve been experimenting on her.

	“You’re insane,” she breathes, backing away, her hands trembling as they clutch at her towel. “What have you done to me?”

	I take a step toward her, my voice calm, controlled. “Lila, you need to listen to me. This is for both of us. It’s going to work. We just need to—”

	“No!” She screams, cutting me off, her eyes wild now, full of terror. “Stay the fuck away from me!”

	She bolts for the door, her bare feet slapping against the tile, her breath coming in ragged gasps as she runs. I watch her for a split second, my mind racing. She can’t leave. She can’t expose me. I drop the syringe, my hands moving on autopilot as I race toward the security panel, slamming the button to activate the system. The locks click into place with a mechanical hum, sealing the house, trapping her inside.

	Lila stumbles into the living room, yanking at the door handle, her breath coming in frantic bursts. She tries to open the front door, but it won’t budge. She’s trapped, just like she should be.

	“Lila, stop,” I call after her, my voice rising. “You don’t understand what you’re doing!”

	She ignores me, panic taking over as she rushes to the back of the house, her eyes darting wildly, searching for an escape. She flings herself at the back door, banging on the glass, her fists hammering against it. Her breathing grows more frantic, her eyes wide with terror.

	“You’re not leaving,” I hiss, moving closer. “You can’t. You need me.”

	She doesn’t respond, her eyes darting toward a nearby chair. In one desperate motion, she lifts it and throws it at the glass, shattering it with a sharp crash. The cold wind rushes in, the jagged shards of glass falling like deadly rain. Without hesitation, Lila crawls through the broken window, her towel slipping from her shoulders as she stumbles outside.

	I rush after her, heart racing, a wave of fury crashing over me. She can’t escape. She doesn’t know what’s good for her, what’s good for us.

	I catch her as she stumbles toward the pool, my hands grabbing at her arms, pulling her back toward me. She twists in my grip, her nails clawing at my skin as she screams, her eyes wild with fear. We fall, tumbling into the pool, the cold water engulfing us in an instant.

	Lila thrashes, kicking and flailing, trying to get away from me, but I won’t let her. I can’t let her. My hands find her shoulders, pushing her against the pool wall, her head slamming against the tile with a sickening thud.

	“No!” she screams, her voice cracking, but I push harder, my fingers digging into her skin as I hold her there. The water churns around us, splashing against the sides of the pool, but I can only focus on her—on the way her body jerks and trembles, on the way her breath comes in shallow, desperate gasps.

	Her head hits the wall again, and this time, the sound is softer, more muted. Her body goes slack beneath me, her hands slipping away from my arms, sinking into the water. Her eyes flutter closed, her breathing slowing as she falls unconscious.

	I hold her there, my chest heaving with effort, my heart pounding in my ears. The water is still now, calm around us, as though nothing just happened. But I can feel it—the shift, the way everything has changed in an instant.

	I let go of her, stepping back, the water rippling gently as Lila’s body floats motionless beneath the surface. The darkness presses in around me, the weight of what I’ve done settling deep in my bones.

	She’s quiet now.

	 

	***

	Lila’s body lies still, wrists tied to the posts of my bed with the silk scarf I found deep in the closet. Her chest rises and falls with shallow, drug-induced breaths. I can’t look too long at the burns, the bruises—physical evidence of what I’ve become. Shame flutters in the periphery of my mind, but I shove it aside. Guilt, I’ve learned, is a luxury for those with time to unravel.

	Tonight, I don’t have that luxury.

	I glance back at her one more time as I step toward the door. My fingers tighten around the key, turning it slowly, the sound of the lock clicking final, like the closing of a vault.

	The city waits for me outside. As I step into the street, the ground beneath me feels uneven, though I keep my posture steady, shoulders squared. Marcus insisted we celebrate the completion of the album, and despite everything, I agreed. I need the illusion of normalcy, the theater of a woman who still has control. Tonight, I’ll be the Emma they all believe in—the star who shines bright, the one they want to adore.

	My phone buzzes in my pocket, and I take it out, opening the browser without a second thought. The screen glows, casting shadows over my face as I scroll through the search results: Skin grafting procedures, Skin substitutes, Healing time for severe burns. My mind absorbs the medical jargon, but my heart races, tightening my grip on the phone. Each article feels like a doorway into another kind of hell, another layer of secrets. But I can’t stop reading. My eyes flit from one procedure to the next. Could I fix it? Could I make Lila whole again if… if she survived all this? But the more I read, the darker the questions grow.

	By the time I reach the restaurant, the weight of the knowledge sits heavy in my stomach.

	“Emma, you made it!” Marcus’s voice pulls me back, his arms already reaching for me before I’ve fully stepped through the entrance. His hug is brief but tight, filled with affection that I can’t return. My lips stretch into a smile that feels foreign on my face.

	“Wouldn’t miss it,” I say, though my voice is flat, as if I’m hearing someone else speak for me.

	Inside, the space is dim, a quiet haven for industry insiders. The usual crowd of faces gathers around the table—Lena, Nathan, Danielle. They all greet me, their eyes lighting up like they always do when I walk into a room. I slide into my chair, feeling the familiar pressure of expectation sink into my bones.

	“How’s everything?” Lena asks, her tone soft but probing, as if she’s searching for cracks beneath my veneer.

	I nod, picking up the glass of water before me, though the thought of drinking makes me nauseous. “Good, just relieved the album’s done.”

	Nathan leans back, smirking as he takes a sip of his wine. “We wait now. Let the label work its magic. People are going to love this one—it’s different, new.”

	Marcus’s eyes gleam with pride. “You’re going to take over again, Emma. This sound—it’s going to blow people’s minds.” He reaches for his drink, lifting it in a small toast.

	I lift my own, but the glass feels too heavy in my hand. “Here’s hoping.”

	Lena leans forward, resting her elbows on the table. “How are you feeling about it? This is a huge shift for you.”

	The weight of their attention presses down on me, and for a moment, I’m back in that room with Lila, her body limp against the bedposts. I shake the image away, forcing myself to focus. “It was time for something different. People need to see that I can evolve.”

	Danielle smiles, always the pragmatic one. “This shift is exactly what you needed. It’s going to bring in a whole new audience.”

	I nod again, though the conversation slips past me like water. Their words drift together in a blur, and I find myself staring at the flickering candle in the center of the table, wondering if fire could purify what I’ve done. My skin tingles, the faintest tremor passing through my fingers as I place the glass down, fighting the urge to clutch my stomach. Weakness creeps in—something I can’t explain, something darker, heavier than mere exhaustion.

	“Emma, what track are you most proud of?” Nathan asks, pulling me back into the present.

	“‘Beneath the Surface,’” I say, the words automatic, though my mind is elsewhere. “It’s the most personal.”

	Lena’s face softens, her eyes narrowing in concern. “That must have been hard for you. You’ve been through so much.”

	I offer a hollow smile. “We all have, right?” My voice sounds strained, the words distant, but no one seems to notice.

	More conversation swells around me—stories of projects, new films, their lives spinning forward while mine feels suspended, as if I’m hovering just outside of the room. I make myself ask the right questions, offer the right responses, all while the pressure builds in my chest.

	At some point, a man I barely know leans over with his phone. “Emma, can we get a quick selfie?” His voice is eager, his hand already reaching toward me.

	I want to say no. I want to scream. But I don’t. Instead, I smile, tilting my head toward him as the camera clicks. He thanks me, his face glowing with excitement, and I can feel the bile rising in my throat as he moves on, as though nothing about this moment was wrong.

	Lena catches my eye from across the table. “Where’s Lila tonight?”

	My heart stutters, but I keep my face neutral. “She’s at home, resting.”

	“She’s really been such a great addition to your life,” Danielle chimes in, her gaze softening as she sips her drink. “You two are perfect together.”

	I nod, the knot in my chest tightening further. “Yeah. She is.”

	I drift through the rest of the night, the conversations, the laughter. My eyes glaze over as people talk, as drinks flow. But no matter how hard I try, I can’t drown out the vision of Lila lying helpless in that bed.

	Hours pass, and when the group finally decides to move to another venue, I make my excuses. The car ride home is a blur of city lights and streets I barely recognize. Each passing moment pulls me deeper into the black pit of my thoughts.

	The house looms before me like a tomb. I unlock the door and step inside, the quiet pressing in around me. My pulse quickens as I head up the stairs, each step a countdown to the inevitable.

	And there she is—still bound, still unconscious. My stomach lurches, but I walk closer, standing over her limp form.

	The room feels too small, the walls too close. And as I stare down at Lila, I realize that this—this hollow, gnawing emptiness—is the only truth left in me.

	There is no going back.
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	Lila hasn’t spoken to me in a month.

	Every morning, I untie the gag, waiting for the slightest sound, the smallest sign that she’s still in there. But there’s nothing. Not a word. Her eyes, once so full of awe, now stare past me, dull and lifeless, as if she’s forgotten how to see. I’ve tried everything—begging, threatening, pleading—but her lips remain still, her voice swallowed by whatever void she’s disappeared into.

	She eats when I feed her, but it’s mechanical, as though her body is simply following orders. I leave the TV on for her, cycling through channels in the hope that something familiar will spark a reaction. But she doesn’t ask for a change, doesn’t even glance at the screen. She’s become a shell, hollow and empty, and I’m left with the echo of her silence.

	Her skin is fragile under my touch, marred with burns and bruises that I try to soothe with the best creams money can buy—La Mer, Crème de la Mer, Sisley Black Rose Cream Mask. I massage them into her skin, whispering assurances that they’ll help. That she’ll heal. But the truth is in the deepening bruises, the burns that refuse to fade. Her body is breaking, just like mine.

	The injections were supposed to save us both. They were supposed to fix everything. But as I look down at her, bound and silent, I know something has gone wrong. What did I really inject her with? What have I done to her? The question lingers, but I push it aside. Regret is a luxury I can’t afford. Lila’s silence isn’t punishment; it’s an obstacle. One I need to overcome.

	I’ve tried to imagine what’s going on inside her mind. Is she planning something? Does she still have the strength to hate me, or has she given up completely? Her silence is a wall I can’t break through, a place I can’t follow. And that infuriates me.

	I snap the jar of La Mer shut, irritation bubbling up as I glance at her limp form. It doesn’t matter what she’s thinking. She belongs to me now, a product of my choices. I don’t need her approval, her forgiveness. I need her to serve a purpose.

	But if she won’t… there are always other options.

	Her skin has healed remarkably well over the last month. The bruises have faded to a dull yellow, the burns leaving behind tender patches of pink flesh. Her body’s resilience surprises me. Despite everything I’ve done, it regenerates. Her skin, once damaged, is renewing itself. And that’s when the idea starts to form.

	It’s been lurking in the back of my mind for days, growing stronger every time I see the mole on my shoulder. That dark, malevolent thing that refuses to go away, even after all I’ve done to remove it. The creams haven’t worked. The injections have failed. And the fear, the relentless dread of what’s growing beneath my skin, won’t let me breathe.

	I’ve been devouring research—documentaries, books, hours of videos. Skin graft procedures, tissue regeneration, cellular transfer. The idea is grotesque, something that should repulse me, but instead, it feels like a solution. A way to cleanse myself of the impurity that threatens to destroy me.

	In my mind, I see it all clearly. I’ll start with the mole, cut away the tainted flesh, then graft patches of Lila’s skin over the wound. Her smooth, unblemished tissue will fuse with mine, erasing the corruption beneath the surface. It’s radical, unthinkable, but it’s the answer. The only answer.

	The tools I need are simple—scalpels, sutures, antiseptic. I’ve watched enough to understand the process, the precision required to make the grafts take hold. Pain doesn’t matter. Pain is irrelevant when survival is at stake.

	In my mind, I already see the outcome. My skin, flawless, whole. No trace of the mole, no dark spot to remind me of the decay lurking beneath the surface. Lila’s skin will become a part of me, her youth and vitality absorbed into my body, protecting me from the rot that’s trying to take me down.

	I run my fingers over her arm, marveling at the smoothness, the strength in her skin. It’s perfect. She’s perfect. The perfect donor. Her body has healed under my care, responding to the treatments in ways I never expected. Now, I’ll take that healing for myself.

	As she sleeps, her breath shallow and even, I feel calm for the first time in weeks. The plan settles into place, each piece clicking together with perfect clarity. The procedure no longer frightens me; it feels inevitable. This is what I was meant to do. Every fear, every obsession has led to this moment.

	Lila doesn’t stir as I step back, her silence more comforting now. She has no idea what’s coming, and that’s for the best. She won’t feel anything. She’ll never know how important she’s about to become in saving me.

	I leave the room, the idea burning bright in my mind, pushing me forward. I’m ready. Ready to take the next step. Ready to erase the fear that’s been eating away at me. Ready to cleanse my body of the darkness that’s taken root.

	And as I close the door behind me, a smile pulls at my lips.

	This is the cure. The final act of purification.

	And it’s going to work.
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	I sit in the quiet of my mind, drifting through memories like pages of a book I don’t want to read. The heavy scarf presses against my lips, the rough edges cutting into my skin, but I refuse to let her see the pain. I won’t give her that satisfaction. I’ve been filing the scarf for days, slowly wearing down the edge with my nails. It’s a small act of rebellion, but it’s all I have left.

	My thoughts slip back to Columbia, to the life I thought I was building. I remember standing on the campus, full of hope, trying so hard to make connections that never quite clicked. I had dreams, once. Big ones. I wanted to blend in, be part of something bigger, but instead, I drifted along the edges of everything. Every attempt to find a group, to belong, ended with awkward silences and stolen glances at my phone, pretending I had somewhere else to be. I tried too hard, or maybe not hard enough. Either way, I never found the place where I fit.

	I had even tried for an internship—one of those coveted spots everyone fought for. I thought maybe if I worked hard enough, showed how eager I was, things would fall into place. But they didn’t. I came off desperate, and desperation isn’t attractive. Not in school, not in work, and especially not in life. I should’ve been more patient, more selective. Instead, I made the mistake of coming here, into Emma’s world. I thought she’d offer me something different, something exciting. I thought I’d learn, be someone worth noticing.

	Now, I just feel lost.

	Emma’s footsteps approach, slow and deliberate. She’s been feeding me regularly, as if nurturing me back to health. But I won’t speak to her. I haven’t said a word in weeks, not since I realized what she’s doing, not since I understood that I’m nothing but a tool to her. She wants to hear me break, to beg, to ask her why. But I won’t. My silence is the only weapon I have left, and I’ll wield it until she can’t stand it anymore.

	She enters the room, the scent of warm broth filling the space. She’s brought soup again, some bland concoction she thinks will sustain me. I watch her from the corner of my eye, pretending to be disinterested, as she sets the bowl down on the nightstand.

	“Lila,” she says, her voice soft, like she’s coaxing a child. “You need to eat. You haven’t touched anything all day.”

	I don’t respond. The weight of her presence lingers, oppressive. I can feel her waiting, hoping for a reaction, for a word.

	She moves closer, her hand brushing against my arm as she lifts the spoon. “Here, just a little. You’ll feel better.”

	The soup is warm against my lips as she forces the spoon between them, the broth sliding down my throat, tasteless. I let her feed me, if only to keep my strength. She thinks I’m weak, that I’ve given up, but I’m still here. Every swallow is a promise—to myself, not to her. I’m not gone yet.

	When she’s done, she wipes my mouth with a napkin, her touch delicate, like she’s trying to erase the bruises with a single gesture. I almost laugh at the absurdity of it. She doesn’t realize that the damage she’s done can’t be wiped away.

	She sets the bowl aside, leaning in closer. I can feel her breath against my skin, the proximity making my stomach turn. “Lila,” she whispers, her voice low, like we’re sharing a secret. “Talk to me. Please. Just say something.”

	I turn my head away, staring at the wall. The scarf tightens around my mouth, my fingers working silently, filing the edge a little more each day. I won’t give her the satisfaction. Not today, not ever.

	I wonder what my sister would have thought of Emma, before all this happened. Before she disappeared. She must’ve seen the charm, the allure that Emma wears like a mask. It’s how she draws people in, how she drew me in. I wonder if my sister had that same moment of realization, that same sinking feeling when she understood what Emma really is. I think about her sometimes, imagine her here in my place, bound to this bed, suffering the same fate. But I won’t let that be the end of me. I refuse.

	Emma stands, frustration flashing across her face. She’s not used to being ignored. She’s used to adoration, to people hanging on her every word, desperate for her approval. My silence enrages her, though she tries to hide it. I can see the cracks forming, the strain in her eyes as she fights to maintain control.

	She steps back, her gaze lingering on me, waiting for something. Anything. But I don’t give it to her.

	Then, I do the only thing I can. I urinate. The warmth spreads under me, soaking the sheets. It’s a small act of defiance, one that I know will infuriate her. Her control is slipping, and this is my way of reminding her of that. I feel her stiffen, her breath catching in her throat.

	She stares at me, her face twisting with disgust and anger, though she tries to mask it. “Lila,” she says, her voice sharp now, breaking the forced gentleness she’s been clinging to. “What are you doing?”

	I don’t respond. I don’t look at her. I stare straight ahead, the sound of her frustration filling the room like a pressure building, waiting to explode.

	“Lila, this is ridiculous. You can’t keep doing this.”

	But I can. I will. I’ve taken her power away, just for a moment. I don’t need to speak to break her.

	She rushes to clean the bed, muttering under her breath, hands shaking as she strips the sheets, her movements erratic. She’s losing control, and I can see it in the way her composure cracks, the way her hands tremble when she thinks I’m not watching.

	She tries to talk to me again, desperate for a response, but I won’t give her that. I won’t be her project anymore.

	I’m still here, fighting, even if she can’t see it.

	As Emma storms out of the room, slamming the door behind her, I close my eyes. My fingers work at the scarf again, feeling the fabric wear down just a little more. I have hope. I have time.

	And I’m going to escape.
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	I never imagined the scent of antiseptic could be so comforting.

	The tools gleam in the dim light, meticulously laid out on the tray before me—scalpels, sutures, antiseptic. The scalpel reflects the low light, its edge glinting sharply, ready for the task at hand. I bought them from a man who didn’t ask any questions, his eyes dull, devoid of curiosity or judgment. He handed me the package and turned away, leaving me alone with the madness I’ve embraced.

	Lila lies strapped to the bed, her wrists and ankles bound tightly to the posts. Her eyes are wide, filled with a terror that once might have reached me, but now it means nothing. The muffled screams pushing against the gag are just noise—background, meaningless. The sound of my heartbeat is louder, stronger, drowning out everything but the anticipation of what’s about to come.

	I’m so close.

	The scalpel feels heavier than I anticipated, its weight solid and real in my hand. My grip tightens, and for a brief moment, doubt slithers through me. But I push it aside. This is my salvation. This is the cure.

	I press the blade to her skin. The first cut is deliberate, a perfect line tracing the soft flesh of her arm. The blood wells up immediately, bright and thick, pooling beneath my fingers. Lila’s body jerks violently, her muffled scream piercing the room, but I don’t stop. Her pain is irrelevant. I peel back the layer of skin, the warmth of it sticky and alive beneath my fingers. The raw flesh clings to me as I strip it away, the blood running in rivulets down her arm and onto the bed.

	I set the strip of skin aside, my chest tightening as I turn my attention to the cursed mole on my shoulder. The thing that has plagued me, the dark stain that no amount of cutting, no treatment, no obsessive care could remove. I wipe the area clean, the skin raw and exposed, and with shaking hands, I press Lila’s skin over the wound.

	The graft feels wrong the moment it touches me—too warm, too alive—but I press harder, stitching the edges with quick, deliberate motions. Each pull of the thread tugs at both layers of flesh, forcing them to fuse together. The needle bites into my skin, dragging Lila’s across the wound. My body resists with every pull, trembling under the strain as if I’m stitching together something that should remain apart.

	Sweat drips from my brow, mixing with the blood on my hands. The room grows thick with the scent—metallic, pungent, and oppressive. I finish the final stitch, tying the knot with trembling fingers. But as I step back, staring at the grotesque patchwork of skin now covering my shoulder, there’s no sense of relief. No healing. No release from the darkness festering beneath my skin.

	Lila’s body convulses on the bed, her strength fading with each shudder. Her eyes, once filled with fear, are now wide and vacant, her pupils blown with panic. Her whimpers have dissolved into weak, pitiful breaths. I stand over her, my own breath coming in ragged gasps, staring at the horrific fusion of our flesh. Waiting. Hoping for something, anything, to change.

	But nothing happens.

	The weight of what I’ve done presses down on me, suffocating. The graft feels foreign, like an invader beneath my skin. My body rejects it, and the searing pain that follows is unlike anything I’ve ever felt. My shoulder burns, the graft itching, throbbing, as if the flesh itself is trying to tear away.

	I stumble toward the sink, my legs weak, my hands sticky with Lila’s drying blood. I scrub furiously, but no matter how hard I wash, the sensation of something crawling under my skin doesn’t fade. The feeling of wrongness festers deep inside me, growing with each passing second.

	Then my phone buzzes.

	I grab it, my fingers slick with water. A notification. I open it without thinking, my heart pounding as I read the subject line: Medical Report Attached. I hesitate, dread coiling in my stomach, but I click the file.

	Not skin cancer.

	A brain tumor.

	The words freeze me in place. My hands tremble as I scroll through the report, each sentence like a hammer blow. I declined treatment. The mole—the thing that consumed my every waking thought—was a lie. A distraction. My mind latches onto the truth with a desperate grip. The paranoia, the blackouts, the confusion—it all stems from the tumor lodged inside my brain, corrupting my thoughts. I used the mole as an excuse because facing the reality of the tumor was too much.

	I drop the phone, the weight of the truth crashing over me. The mole never grew. Every selfie I took, every obsessive glance in the mirror, showed the same thing—nothing had changed.

	Suddenly, I feel her eyes on me.

	I turn, my heart seizing in my chest. Lila isn’t on the bed.

	Before I can react, she crashes into me, her body slamming against mine, knocking me to the floor. My head hits the tile with a sickening crack, the pain radiating through my skull. The room tilts wildly, my vision swimming as Lila straddles me, her fingers clawing into my scalp, yanking my hair.

	"Where is she?" Lila’s voice is raw, broken, but filled with a terrible, violent resolve. Her face is twisted with fury as she pulls my head up only to slam it back into the floor again. “What did you do to her?”

	I blink, dazed, the edges of my vision darkening. “I don’t—”

	“Elise!” She screams, slamming my head into the floor again, harder this time. “What did you do to my sister?”

	The name jolts something loose in my mind, but everything is a blur. My thoughts slip away, dissolving before I can grasp them. I black out sometimes. I know that. I’ve woken up in strange places, unsure of how I got there, covered in sweat and blood, with memories missing. Especially when I’ve been drinking.

	“I don’t know,” I gasp, the words tumbling out. “I don’t remember.”

	Lila’s grip tightens. Her nails dig into my scalp as she slams my head into the floor again, the pain blinding. “Tell me!” Her voice tears through the room, a ragged, furious scream. “Tell me what you did to my sister!”

	“I don’t know,” I sob, my face wet with tears and blood. “I don’t know!”

	But she doesn’t stop. She hauls me up, her strength fueled by a desperation I can’t match. Then, she slams my head down again, over and over, until my ears ring and the room spins out of control.

	“The key,” Lila hisses, her breath hot against my skin. “Where is the key to the basement?”

	My thoughts blur into a haze of pain and confusion. I can’t think. I can’t breathe. I shake my head, trying to form words, but then I feel something cold and sharp press into my side.

	The scalpel.

	Lila drives it into my flesh, the blade sinking deep, and I scream. The pain is electric, shooting through my body like fire.

	“Where’s the key, Emma?”

	My voice is barely a whisper as I choke out the words. “The drawer… in the hallway.”

	She releases me, and I collapse onto the cold floor, gasping for air. My hand presses against the wound, but the blood flows freely, warm and thick between my fingers. The room tilts, my vision narrowing as darkness closes in from the edges.

	Lila grabs my phone, her eyes flicking to the screen, and I know she’s reading the email. The truth is there, laid bare. The tumor. The lie I’ve been living. Her face hardens, her lips twisting into something cold, something final.

	“You’re going to die alone,” she whispers, her voice like ice.

	She ties my hands together with ruthless efficiency, securing them tightly as I lie there, helpless. “I’m leaving you here,” she says, her voice detached, empty of emotion. “To die on your own.”

	I watch her walk out, the door creaking shut behind her. The room spins, the pain in my side intensifying with every heartbeat. 

	For the first time, the fear I’ve been running from finally sinks its claws into me.

	The pain subsides, but not in the way I expected. It doesn’t vanish; it shifts, mutating into something different, something more terrifying. My mind clears, the fog of madness lifting, and I’m left with a clarity that cuts deeper than any scalpel ever could.

	The cancer was real. It had always been real. The mole, the obsession, the fear—they were symptoms of the disease that had already spread through my body, hidden beneath the surface, devouring me from the inside out. I was dying, and I had been too blind, too vain to accept it.

	My beauty, my fame, everything I had built my life around—it was all meaningless in the face of this. The monster I had become wasn’t the cancer; it was me. My fear of losing it all had driven me to this point, had turned me into something unrecognizable, something monstrous. And now, as I lie here, alone and broken, I see the truth with perfect, horrifying clarity.

	Lila is gone, and I am left with nothing but the consequences of my actions. The serum has done nothing but open my eyes to the reality I had refused to see. There is no cure, no salvation, only the bitter truth of what I’ve done, and the emptiness that comes with it.

	My last thoughts are of regret—not for the life I’m losing, but for the lives I’ve destroyed in my delusion. The people I’ve hurt, the innocence I’ve stolen—all for the sake of preserving a lie. I close my eyes, the room fading to darkness, and I let go. The end comes quietly, a final, merciful release from the nightmare I created.

	But the last thing I hear, before everything fades away, is the sound of my own breathing. 

	Slow. 

	Weak. 

	Fading.
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	The hallway still spins, each step an agonizing effort. The gash in my side weeps blood, and my breath hitches with every stagger forward. My vision blurs, but the goal is clear: the drawer, the key. I can’t stop now.

	I force the drawer open, my shaking hands searching through papers and scraps until I feel the cold metal of the key. Gripping it tightly, I drag myself down the stairs toward the basement, the putrid stench intensifying with each step. The scent clogs my throat, and for a moment, I think I might pass out. But I push through. This is the only way to find the truth.

	The key scrapes against the lock, the door creaking open with a groan. The smell hits me full force now, the stench almost unbearable. But there’s no turning back. I rush to the drawer in the basement. My hands tremble as I pull it open, and there it is—Elise’s diary. The familiar leather cover is weathered and cracked, the pages worn with frantic scribbling. I clutch it to my chest, tears blurring my vision as I sit on the cold floor.

	I open the diary, flipping through the entries. Elise’s handwriting is messy, rushed, like she was desperate to get her thoughts down. I read the words as they tumble into my mind, unraveling everything I thought I knew.

	"Emma has been so good to me. No one else understands what I need, what I want. But she does. She gets it."

	Tears spill from my eyes, but I keep reading. The next entry shakes me to my core.

	"She said it was time. That we had to get rid of him. I didn’t want to at first—I was scared. But she said we’d be free. That he would only make things harder. I did it. For her. For us. I killed him. It was fast, and Emma said it was right. We buried him out by the trees, like he never existed. And now, it feels like a part of me is missing, like I’ve lost something I didn’t even know I had."

	My breath catches in my throat. Elise killed someone. For Emma. My sister, caught in the web of Emma’s manipulation, had become a murderer. I try to wrap my mind around it, but the weight of it is suffocating. I can barely comprehend what I’m reading, what my sister had become.

	I flip to the final entry, the one that feels like a death sentence in itself. The ink is smudged, desperate, the words a frantic rush.

	"Tomorrow. It’s going to happen tomorrow. I asked her for help, and Emma promised. I can’t keep living like this, trapped in my own mind, drowning in the past. The others… I wish I hadn’t done it, but it’s too late. I can’t take it back. Emma will help me. She said she’d make it painless. I trust her. I just want peace."

	I scream into the silence of the basement, my hands shaking as the diary slips from my grasp. Elise wasn’t killed by Emma—she asked for it. She begged for it. The murders, the despair, her life unraveling—it was all part of this sick, twisted world Emma had created.

	The smell grows worse, dragging me back to the present. My breath comes in shallow bursts, the stench unbearable. The closet. I know where it’s coming from. The thought of it tightens my chest, but I have to know. I grab the key, my hand trembling as I unlock the closet door.

	The smell spills out, foul and choking, and before I can brace myself, a body tumbles forward, collapsing against me. I stumble back with a scream, my body convulsing with revulsion. The corpse hits the floor with a dull thud, long blonde hair falling across its face. She’s dressed in pink, the clothing now filthy, rotting.

	Trixie.

	The hollow eyes of what remains of her stare up at me, the skin sagging, peeling, decomposing. I back away, my stomach turning. The bile rises in my throat, and I struggle to breathe, choking on the horror in front of me.

	Behind me, I hear Emma scream. It pierces through the thick stench, and I turn to see her at the top of the stairs, her face contorted in shock. She sees what I’ve found, the truth laid bare in front of us.

	I grab the diary from the floor, the words still fresh in my mind, Elise’s voice echoing through my head. "I trust her. I just want peace."

	I bolt from the basement, my heart hammering in my chest. My legs burn with the effort, and the wound in my side throbs with each step, but I don’t stop. I burst through the front door, the diary clutched tightly in my hands, tears streaming down my face.

	I run. Away from the house, away from Emma, away from the nightmare that was once my life.

	"I trust her. I just want peace."

	I’ll never stop running until I find it.
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	A year has passed, and I’m back in New York, but it feels like an illusion—like I’m sleepwalking through someone else’s life. The city is as loud and alive as it ever was, but inside, I’m quiet. My days are filled with the predictable rhythm of my internship at NBC News, the hum of cameras, the click of keyboards, the endless rush of deadlines. But none of it touches me. Not really. I move through it all as though I’m floating, detached from the chaos around me.

	I wake up every morning and stare at my reflection. It’s always the first thing I do, almost without thinking. The mirror hangs on the wall across from my bed, and I can see myself before I even get up. Some mornings, I hate what I see—the pale skin, the dark circles, the way my hair falls limp against my shoulders. Other mornings, it’s different. Some mornings, I look just right. Flawless, even. Like how Emma used to look, before everything fell apart.

	I think about her more than I care to admit. It’s been a year since that day—since Emma died before the police could get to the house. I was there, right beside her, watching as the life drained from her eyes. There wasn’t time to save her, not with how fast it all unraveled. And now, she’s gone, her face splashed across old news articles, forgotten by everyone except me.

	I adjust my blouse, smooth down my hair, and turn my face from side to side in the mirror, studying every angle. I’ve become obsessed with the way I look, with capturing that perfect, untouchable image. It’s what Emma taught me, even if she never meant to. She used to say beauty was a currency, and I see now how right she was. The way people treat you, the way they look at you—it’s all different when you’re beautiful.

	The proceeds from Emma’s album came to me, not that it mattered much. The album flopped. Sony barely bothered to promote it, and the estate, as if trying to wash their hands of the whole thing, dumped what little money it made into my account. It’s a sick joke, really. Her last work, her final attempt to stay relevant, and no one cared. But I care. I’m the only one who truly understands what it all meant, what Emma was trying to do.

	At NBC, I’m just an intern. I fetch coffee, sit in on meetings, take notes like some overenthusiastic student trying to impress her professors. But every now and then, they let me work on something real. Yesterday, I helped draft an article on a local politician’s corruption scandal. It felt good—being part of something bigger than myself. Still, none of it compares to the life I had for those brief months with Emma.

	“Lila, we need to get the footage from the press conference edited by noon,” my supervisor says, her voice cutting through my thoughts. I nod, plastering on a smile, and get back to work. That’s what I do now—work, smile, keep up appearances. No one here knows about my past with Emma. To them, I’m just another intern, ambitious and eager to prove herself.

	But at night, when I’m alone, it’s different.

	I’m back in my apartment now, standing in front of the mirror again, as I always do. The dim light from the streetlamp outside casts shadows across my reflection. I tilt my head, watching the way the light catches my cheekbones, the way my lips curve into a practiced smile. I’m perfect tonight. No flaws, no imperfections. I hold onto that feeling, let it wash over me like a drug.

	I pull out my phone and scroll through old pictures of Emma. She’s still everywhere online, though less now than she used to be. The articles have stopped, the social media posts dwindling down to almost nothing. But I have my own collection—photos, videos, messages. Little pieces of her that no one else has. I stare at one photo for a long time, the one where she’s laughing, her head thrown back, eyes bright with something I’ll never fully understand.

	I’ve started wearing my hair like hers, long and sleek, parted down the middle. I dress like her too—simple, elegant, always put together. Sometimes, I wonder if people notice the resemblance. Do they see Emma when they look at me? Do they feel her presence in the way I walk, the way I talk?

	My fingers trace the outline of my face in the mirror, and I smile again. I’m becoming her. Slowly, piece by piece, I’m turning into the version of Emma she always wanted to be but never could. She was always too fragile, too consumed by her own demons. But me? I’m stronger. I can carry the weight she couldn’t.

	The apartment feels too quiet, too still, so I turn on some music—one of Emma’s songs, of course. It echoes through the room, filling the space with her voice. I close my eyes, letting it sink in, imagining she’s here with me, watching, approving. The thought makes my pulse quicken.

	There’s a knock at the door, and I’m jolted out of my reverie. It’s my neighbor, some guy who lives down the hall. He’s brought over a package that was left outside my door. I thank him, barely listening to what he’s saying, and shut the door as soon as he leaves. I don’t like interruptions. Not when I’m with Emma.

	Back at the mirror, I see it again—that perfect reflection. But now, there’s a flicker of doubt, a whisper of something darker creeping into my thoughts. What if I’m not enough? What if no matter how much I try, I’ll never be what she was?

	I shake the thought away. No. I am enough. I am better. I’ve learned from her mistakes. I’ll be everything she couldn’t be, and more.

	I stare at myself for a long time, my eyes locking onto the image in front of me. This is who I am now. Lila Mici, the girl who inherited Emma Blake’s legacy, the girl who survived. But underneath it all, there’s something else, something no one sees but me.

	I’ve changed since that day. I’ve felt it creeping in, little by little. The obsession, the need for perfection. It’s not just about how I look—it’s about control. Emma lost control, and it destroyed her. I won’t let that happen to me.

	I lean closer to the mirror, my breath fogging up the glass. I wipe it away, and for a second, I don’t recognize the person staring back at me. My reflection is distorted, twisted somehow, but I blink, and it’s gone. I’m still me. I’m still perfect.

	I back away from the mirror, my pulse racing. It’s late, and I need to sleep, but I can’t tear myself away. There’s something hypnotic about my reflection, something I can’t explain. I reach out, pressing my fingers to the glass, feeling the cold surface beneath my skin.

	“I am enough,” I whisper to myself, but the words sound hollow, like they belong to someone else. The music continues to play, Emma’s voice wrapping around me like a shroud. I smile, but it doesn’t reach my eyes.

	In the mirror, I see what I’ve become, and I don’t know whether to be proud or terrified.

	But it doesn’t matter. Emma’s gone, and I’m still here.

	That’s all that matters now.
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	 Dear Reader,

	Thank you so much for picking up my book and joining me on this eerie, twisted journey. I truly appreciate your time, and if you enjoyed it, I would be so grateful if you could leave a review. It really helps out a lot and allows me to keep sharing these stories with readers like you.

	The idea for this novel came to me from a long-held fascination with psychological thrillers. One of my favorite films is What Ever Happened to Baby Jane? starring the legendary Bette Davis and Joan Crawford. The film is a tense, unsettling portrayal of two sisters, once Hollywood stars, whose lives have deteriorated into a toxic power struggle, complete with mind games and chilling cruelty. It’s a tale of envy, delusion, and the sad decline of stardom.

	That movie got me thinking: what if a story like that were set in the modern day?

	I’ve lived in Los Angeles, a place where the lines between reality and the spotlight blur, and I’ve been lucky to meet some incredibly talented people in the music industry. Their stories inspired parts of this novel, especially the idea of how isolating fame can be. It made me wonder how someone could spiral when pushed to the edge. 

	Additionally, a relative of mine married a very famous pop star in the Balkans, and her intriguing personality served as a major inspiration for Emma. She’s a very camp woman who is obsessed with her image. Balancing a complex persona and the weight of celebrity—sparked many of the ideas behind Emma’s character.

	I also have to admit, I’m quite afraid of the sun! I religiously wear long-sleeved shirts and slather myself in sunscreen whenever I step outside. So, I decided I’d implement that fear into the novel, as well as the idea of aging and no longer being relevant.

	This book initially started as a 25,000-word novella, a much more fast-paced and singularly focused story on Emma. But as I wrote, I found myself wanting to explore Lila’s perspective—what it would be like to be the “fan,” caught in the grip of someone so powerful yet so unstable. Expanding it into a full-length novel allowed me to dive deeper into Lila’s psyche, which I found fascinating as her story unfolded alongside Emma’s.

	Thank you once again for your time, and for taking a chance on this story. Your support means the world to me, and I hope the characters and their dark, twisted world linger with you long after you turn the final page.

	Warm regards,
Rowan Aubert
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	Two sisters vying for Broadway's top honor. Relentless scrutiny. A rising body count. In this cutthroat world, ambition can be deadly.

Every day, I rehearse my lines, perfecting each one for my leading broadway role. I watch my sister Audrey's play across the street, drawing bigger crowds. We both know the stakes are high – we're both nominated for a Tony.

	I try to ignore how my director criticizes my every move. How the gossip columnists love to analyze my every move. And how my co-star, suddenly disappears…

	But the closer I get to success, the more I realize that some prices are too high to pay. Stunts and schemes, each one more reckless than the last. But when I notice someone shadowing my every step, I start to question everyone around me, feeling the edges of reality blur.

	But I reassure myself: they don’t know my secrets.

	They don’t know what I’m capable of…

	After all, I am the better actress – aren’t I?
 

	 

	Available for Purchase on Amazon

	Also in Kindle Unlimited
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	Rowan Aubert grew up in Canada and has lived in Detroit, London, Los Angeles, and Chicago. He studied business at New York University and Harvard. Rowan has worked in media and entertainment and is currently based in New York.

	 

	Follow on Amazon

	Follow on Goodreads

	Follow on Bookbub

	Email
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