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Chapter 1 — The Ritual Begins

	The envelope sat on my desk where it hadn't been an hour before. Black, heavy stock, the kind that drinks light and gives none back. No name. No seal. Just the faint ghost of her perfume rising from it like a question asked in darkness.

	I did not touch it immediately. First, I watched the candlelight tremble across its surface. Watched how the wax pooled in the brass holder, how the flame drew the shadows longer across the study. These were the rituals I understood—the measured pace of light, the deliberate placement of objects, the architecture of silence.

	She had learned well.

	When I finally lifted it, the paper was cool against my fingertips. The weight of it was wrong. Too light. I opened it with the silver letter opener she had gifted me months ago, its handle worn smooth from my grip.

	Inside: nothing. Just that scent of her—jasmine and something darker, something uniquely Elena. The perfume of surrender, now repurposed into an offering.

	I closed my eyes, breathing it in. This was different. This was not the scent of waiting for a command. This was the scent of initiating one.

	My study was my sanctuary, the one space where the rules were mine alone. The leather chair held the imprint of my body. The desk was a dark, solid plane where I mapped out the control of my world. The books lining the walls were not for decoration; they were extensions of my thoughts, their spines a familiar geography.

	And now, this. This empty envelope. A void in the center of my order.

	I let it fall back onto the polished wood, where it landed without a sound. A challenge. A question. A beginning.

	I rose from my chair, my movements unhurried. The floorboards did not creak beneath my weight; they knew their master. Through the doorway, down the hall, toward the chamber where she would be waiting.

	Not kneeling, not yet. That would come later. First, she would be standing by the window, watching the city lights bleed into the darkness below. She would be dressed in the simple black silk I preferred, her back to the door, her breathing even. Controlled.

	She would not turn when I entered. That was another of our rules.

	I found her exactly as I'd anticipated. A silhouette against the glass, the candlelight from the corridor catching the curve of her hip, the cascade of her hair. The scent of her was stronger here, no longer contained by paper but filling the space between us, mingling with the clean, cool scent of the night air drifting through the slightly open window.

	I approached, my steps measured, silent. She did not flinch. Her training held, but beneath the surface, I could feel the thrum of her awareness, the electric tension that always preceded our rituals.

	"The envelope," I said. My voice was low, a vibration in the quiet room.

	She turned then, slowly. Her eyes met mine, dark and deep. They held no fear, only a steady, knowing gaze. "Sir."

	"It was empty."

	A small smile touched her lips, vanishing as quickly as it appeared. "Was it?"

	I stopped before her, close enough to feel the warmth radiating from her skin, close enough that her breath disturbed the fabric of my shirt. "You have something to say."

	"I have something to give," she corrected softly.

	Ah. There it was. The shift. Not a confession, not a plea, but an offering. This was new territory. Uncharted.

	I raised my hand, my fingers hovering a breath away from her cheek. She didn't move, didn't lean in. She simply waited. This was her new discipline: to want without reaching.
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