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Dedication

For every worker who was told they weren't aligned and learned to police their own thoughts.

For every person whose visa became a cage.

For those who saw the system clearly only when escape was already impossible.

For the ones who left carrying the architecture inside them.

And for the towers that continue glowing while we're gone.





About This Book

Eliza signs the contract at 3:47 AM on a bathroom floor because it says visa sponsorship included. She doesn't finish reading it first.


Aurum Heights Memory Residence is orchids and soft light and a Connection Index that measures care. Within twelve weeks, she's working every night, calling sedation "behavioural stabilisation," and helping a resident sign consent forms for increased medication because he trusts her and that trust is the facility's most valuable asset.


When she refuses — quietly, once — the non-disparagement clause activates. The reference letter is perfectly neutral. The tower continues glowing.


Tower is Rapunzel retold as institutional horror: no rescue, no villain, just careful people making reasonable choices under pressure until the architecture of control becomes visible. Too late.


Institutional horror for readers who understand that the most dangerous systems are the ones that look kind.


Book 5/6 of the Thornevald Grimm Series. Out now, DRM-free.
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Chapter 1

The Golden Cage



      The contract arrived on a Thursday in a hospital bathroom where Eliza was crying into paper towels at 3 AM.

      She was finishing her twelfth consecutive night shift at County General—the public hospital where they kept the door unlocked and the pay locked down. Her feet hurt in specific ways now. There was a name for it. Neuropathy. She'd learned the terminology because naming things made them feel less like failure and more like fact.

      The fluorescent lights hummed. The paper towels disintegrated in her hands. The bathroom smelled like antiseptic and resignation. Her scrubs stuck to her legs. She was sweating through exhaustion.

      The email came through on her phone. Subject line: "Employment Offer - Aurum Heights Memory Residence."

      She almost didn't open it. Almost threw the phone back into her locker and finished her shift with the same numb competence that had carried her through five years of American nursing. But the sender was the recruitment firm that had cold-called her three weeks earlier, and the subject line had three words that changed the arithmetic of her life: Visa sponsorship included.

      She wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and opened the attachment.

      $68,000 annually. Full health insurance. Relocation package. Employer-sponsored work visa (non-transferable, subject to employment duration). Comprehensive onboarding. Professional development. Sign-on bonus: $3,000.

      She read the salary three times. Then she read it aloud, quietly, in Romanian: Șaizeci și opt de mii de dolari. Șaizeci și opt.

      It was nearly double what she made here. Double. She could wire more money home. Her mother's medication was becoming expensive in ways that made choices difficult. The new cardiologist in Bucharest didn't accept the state healthcare plan. Private meant nearly eight hundred euros a month.

      She scrolled through the contract. There were clauses, of course. Standard things. She read quickly, looking for the salary confirmation, the start date, the visa language.

      She found the clause about visa sponsorship: Employment termination may result in visa sponsorship withdrawal. In the event of employment cessation, visa holders are afforded a grace period of thirty (30) calendar days to secure alternative sponsorship or depart the country.

      She read it once. It was professional language. It was also very clear: if they fired her, she had four weeks to find another sponsor or leave.

      She'd been in the country five years. She had an accent that made her sound submissive. She had a degree that American employers didn't quite trust. She had a mother who needed her to keep working.

      She signed the offer at 3:47 AM, sitting on a bathroom floor with her scrubs pooling around her ankles, before she'd finished reading the full contract.

  

      The tower announced itself before she saw it.

      Aurum Heights rose from the hillside like something permanent. Not a hospital—those looked like fortresses. This looked like a place designed to be warm.

      The lobby was all soft stone and diffused light. There was a fountain that made no sound. Orchids bloomed in the corners—white ones, the kind that required specific humidity and light.

      The air smelled of lavender.

      A woman named Patricia greeted her at the front desk. Patricia had the kind of smile that came naturally. "Welcome to Aurum Heights. You're Eliza, yes? We're so thrilled to have you."

      Thrilled. Already the language was different from County.

      Patricia handed her a visitor's badge and gestured toward the elevator. "Let me show you around. The residents are just finishing breakfast."

      The elevator was silent. They rose through the building without hearing cables or motors. Patricia pointed out the residential floors. Eliza glimpsed corridors painted in soft grays and warm whites. Rooms with large windows. Residents in recliners. Staff moving quietly.

      "We believe that environment is part of the healing process," Patricia said. "Dignity at every stage. The residents here—they've lived full lives. They're not patients. They're community members."

  

      They reached the fifth floor. An elderly man stood at the window, looking out at the city below. Thin, white-haired, concentrating on something.

      "That's Mr. Ionescu," Patricia said quietly. "He's been with us for three years. He has good days and difficult days."

      "Where is his family?" Eliza asked.

      "Daughters live on the East Coast. They visit quarterly. But he has us. He has continuity."

      Patricia walked her through the day-to-day. Morning rounds at 7 AM. Breakfast at 8. Structured activities. Lunch. Afternoon programming. Dinner. Sleep protocols at 8 PM.

      "We're very intentional about routine," Patricia explained. "For residents with cognitive decline, predictability is deeply reassuring. They know what comes next. That reduces anxiety."

      It sounded reasonable. It sounded like care.

      They descended to the ground floor. Patricia handed her an onboarding folder—thick, laminated, color-coded.

      One document was titled "Resident Autonomy and Caregiver Responsibility." Eliza started reading, then stopped. It was too much to process. She'd read it later.

      "We'll go through all of this in your onboarding," Patricia said. "But the main thing to understand is that Aurum Heights operates on a model of trust. We trust our staff to make good decisions. We trust our residents to engage authentically with their care."

  

      Back in her apartment that night, Eliza called her mother.

      "Mami, I have news," Eliza said in Romanian. "I have a new job. Better salary. Much better."

      Her mother's voice changed immediately. "How much better?"

      "Nearly double."

      There was a pause. Eliza could hear her mother calculating.

      "When do you start?" her mother asked.

      "Monday."

      "So fast?"

      "They want me to start immediately."

      "It's stable?" her mother asked. The word hung there. Stable.

      "Yes," Eliza said. "Stable is good."

      They talked for another fifteen minutes. Her mother asked about the job, and Eliza described the tower, the orchids, the soft light. She described Patricia's smile. She described the residents in their recliners, looking peaceful.

      When they hung up, Eliza lay on her bed and thought about Monday.

      Monday. Four days from now, she would be a different kind of nurse. A different kind of employee.

      She felt something close to relief.

  

      The weekend passed in a blur of logistics and avoidance. She gave notice to County—two weeks, but they told her not to bother, they'd backfill her shift by Tuesday. She didn't read the onboarding folder. She told herself she'd have time during training. Friday night she couldn't sleep, so she opened the contract on her phone and scanned it again, but her eyes kept sliding over the clauses, catching only on the salary line. Saturday she bought new scrubs. Sunday she slept fourteen hours, her body finally collapsing under the weight of five years of night shifts. When she woke it was dark again, and Monday felt inevitable.

  

      Monday arrived.

      Eliza arrived at Aurum Heights at 6:45 AM, fifteen minutes early. The tower was just waking up. Staff moved quietly through corridors. Residents were still in their rooms.

      Patricia met her at the staff entrance. "Welcome," she said, the trained smile appearing exactly on cue. "Today we'll shadow the morning shift. Tomorrow you'll lead. By Friday, you'll be fully integrated."

      The first shift started at 7 AM. Eliza was introduced to the other staff members—three nurses, two aides, one supervisor. They greeted her with the politeness of people welcoming someone into a system they'd already accepted.

      The residents began waking at 7:30. Eliza helped with morning hygiene, with dressing, with the small rituals of beginning a day. An elderly woman named Margaret thanked her for brushing her hair and squeezed her hand. A man named Walter asked if she was new. A woman named Dorothy didn't speak but accepted her touch without resistance.

      By 8:15 AM, all the residents had been processed through the morning routine and were seated in the common area, breakfast trays arranged in front of them.

      Patricia appeared at Eliza's shoulder and gestured toward a small office. "Let me show you something."

      Inside, a chart hung on the wall. Connection Index Scores. Names of residents, names of staff, numbers in columns.

      "We track connection," Patricia said, running her finger down the columns. "It helps us understand—" She paused as a resident care assistant knocked on the door frame.

      "Patricia, sorry—Mr. Chen is asking for his daughter again."

      "Tell him she'll call this afternoon. Same as always." Patricia turned back to Eliza. "Where was I? Right. The Index tracks emotional engagement. Response times, resident affect, that kind of thing."

      They walked back toward the common area. Patricia continued, her voice lower now. "Some staff score very high. They have a gift for making residents feel seen. You're already showing that quality—Margaret responded to you immediately."

      Eliza felt something warm in her chest. At County, she was one of many. Here, Patricia's words suggested, she might be essential.

      "What score would be good?" Eliza asked.

      "Above average is excellent for a new staff member," Patricia said, pausing to check a medication cart. "We'd hope to see you approaching our top performers within a month."

      It sounded like recognition for work that mattered. Like being measured for something she was already good at. Like finally—finally—effort was visible.

      "I'll do my best," Eliza said, and meant it.

      At lunch, Patricia handed her a new document. It was her employment contract, printed and waiting for signature.

      "Standard stuff," Patricia said. "Your start date, benefits overview, confidentiality agreement. All the usual. Sign where indicated and we'll get you into the system."

      Eliza read the salary section. It was confirmed. The benefits were detailed: health insurance, dental, vision, a retirement plan with company matching. These things were real and valuable. These things meant her mother could see the cardiologist.

      There was the thirty-day grace period on visa sponsorship. There were clauses about confidentiality and social media and professional boundaries. There was a section about emotional boundaries.
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