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For everyone who has ever been told that who they love is something to be fixed.


For the ones who survived the "therapy."


For the ones who didn't.


And for Daniel—
this story carries your name
so the world remembers
what silence costs.










  
  
"The cage is not always made of bars. Sometimes it's built from expectations, inheritance, and the weight of a name you never chose to carry. And sometimes, the only way to break free is to set everything on fire and walk through the flames holding the hand of the person they told you to fear most."


— Unknown



      ***"There is no greater tyranny than that which is perpetrated under the shield of law and in the name of justice."


— Montesquieu
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Chapter one

Rain and Ruin





The rain had teeth. 

Ren felt them through the cheap fabric of his thrift-store suit jacket, through the cotton shirt that clung to his ribs like a second skin, through the layers of pretense he'd wrapped around himself that morning when he'd still believed in things like luck and second chances. The awning above him had given up an hour ago, sagging under the weight of water until it spilled over in a constant sheet that might as well have been a waterfall for all the protection it offered.

Three hours past his appointment time. Three hours of watching the revolving doors of Corvus Tower swallow and spit out people who belonged there—women in sleek wool coats that probably cost more than his rent, men whose umbrellas weren't broken, whose shoes weren't held together with superglue and prayer. Three hours of trying to look like he deserved to stand on this particular slice of marble pavement in the financial district, outside this particular monument to glass and steel and money.

His phone buzzed in his pocket.

He didn't need to look at it to know what it said. They'd been calling all day, the same blocked number, the same patient voice that managed to make patience sound like a threat. But when the buzzing didn't stop after the usual three rings, when it stretched into four, five, six, Ren finally pulled the phone out with fingers gone numb from cold.

PAY UP OR PAY THE PRICE. MIDNIGHT. NO EXTENSIONS.

The screen cracked across the middle. He couldn't remember when that had happened. Somewhere between the eviction notice and the shut-off warnings, between choosing electricity over food and then choosing neither because he needed bus fare to get here, to this interview that was supposed to save him.

Except there was no interview.

He'd been waiting since two o'clock and now the sky was bruising toward evening, the city's lights beginning to blur through the rain like dying stars. His résumé had disintegrated in his messenger bag, the paper gone to pulp. Not that it mattered. The résumé had always been a lie anyway, padded with half-truths and jobs that had lasted weeks instead of months, references who probably wouldn't remember his name if someone bothered to call.

The revolving door spun again and Ren looked up out of instinct, some pathetic reflex of hope. But it was just another executive, collar popped against the weather, already sliding into the back of a town car that had appeared as if summoned. The car pulled away and Ren watched its taillights disappear into traffic.

He should leave. Should accept that this was another dead end in a year full of them, another door closed before he could get his foot in. The bus ride home would take forty minutes and he'd be soaked by the time he got there. Then what? Count the money he didn't have? Wait for midnight and the inevitable knock on his door?

His watch said 5:47.

The loan sharks had given him until midnight. That left six hours and thirteen minutes to come up with fifty thousand dollars.

The math was so absurd it almost made him laugh.

Almost.

Ren was reaching for his bag when the security guard appeared. Not one of the ones who'd been giving him suspicious looks through the glass for the past three hours. This one was different, older, with the kind of face that had seen enough to stop being surprised by anything. He pushed open the door and rain immediately tried to invade the pristine lobby behind him.

"Ren Ashford?"

The sound of his own name in this space felt like a category error, reality glitching. "Yes."

"Come with me."

No apology for the wait. No explanation. Just a gesture that somehow contained both command and complete indifference to whether Ren obeyed. But Ren was already moving, already following, because what else was there to do? His shoes squelched on the marble floor and he tried not to track too much water, tried to make himself smaller, less noticeable, less of an intrusion on all this carefully maintained wealth.

They didn't go to the elevators. Instead, the guard led him past the reception desk where a woman with perfect posture didn't look up from her computer, past the waiting area with its leather chairs and abstract art, toward a door marked AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY. The guard swiped a key card and the door clicked open to reveal a stairwell leading down.

Underground parking.

Something cold that had nothing to do with his wet clothes settled in Ren's stomach. This wasn't how interviews worked. This was how people disappeared.

But he followed anyway, because midnight was coming and he was already drowning, and what was one more risk when you had nothing left to lose?

The parking garage was a cathedral of concrete and shadow. Fluorescent lights flickered overhead, casting everything in a sickly yellow-green that made the rows of luxury vehicles look like they were underwater. Mercedes. Porsche. Tesla. Cars that cost more than Ren would earn in five years, even if he got this job, whatever this job actually was.

And at the far end, under a pool of light that seemed brighter than the others, a man waited beside a car so black it looked like someone had cut a hole in the world.

Ren's breath caught.

He'd seen Ares Corvus before, of course. Everyone had. Forbes covers. Business week profiles. That viral photo from the Met Gala where he'd worn a suit that probably cost six figures and looked like he was attending his own funeral. But photographs were lies. They couldn't capture the way he occupied space, the way gravity seemed to bend around him, pulling everything into his orbit.

Ares stood with his back against the Bentley, arms crossed, perfectly still. He wore all black except for the silver watch on his wrist that caught the light like a knife edge. His hair was dark enough to disappear into the shadows behind him. Everything about his posture said he'd been waiting, but not the way Ren had been waiting in the rain. This was the waiting of a predator at a watering hole, patient because patience always paid off.

The security guard melted away without a word.

Ares didn't move. Just watched as Ren approached, as Ren tried not to slip on the concrete, as Ren's wet shoes announced every step with a pathetic squeak. The distance between them seemed to stretch and compress at the same time, and when Ren finally stopped—not too close, but close enough to be heard—Ares tilted his head very slightly.

"You're late."

The words were soft. Conversational. But they hit like an accusation.

"You made me wait," Ren said, and immediately regretted it. This wasn't the time for honesty. This was the time for apology and gratitude and whatever performance would get him the job.

But Ares smiled.

It wasn't a warm smile. It was the smile of someone who'd just confirmed a hypothesis, who'd run a test and gotten the exact result they wanted.

"Drive," Ares said, pushing off the car and walking around to the passenger side. He pulled the rear door open and slid inside, leaving Ren standing there with his heart hammering against his ribs.

No questions about experience. No polite small talk. No interview at all, just a single word and the expectation of obedience.

Ren looked at the driver's side door. The car was worth more than his life. If he scratched it, if he crashed it, if he did anything wrong, they wouldn't just fire him. They'd sue him. Destroy him. He'd never work again.

His phone buzzed.

FIVE HOURS FIFTY-THREE MINUTES.

Ren got in the car.

The interior smelled like leather and something else, something expensive that he couldn't name. The seat adjusted to his height automatically, a gentle whir of motors that probably cost more than his first car. The steering wheel was wrapped in something too soft to be real, and when his fingers closed around it he felt the wetness of his skin leaving marks.

"Where—"

"Drive."

The key was already in the ignition. Ren turned it and the engine purred to life, so quiet it was almost silent. He put the car in gear and pulled forward, acutely aware of Ares in the rearview mirror. Those eyes tracked his every movement with an intensity that made Ren's skin prickle.

They emerged from the garage into rush hour hell.

Traffic was gridlocked in every direction, brake lights bleeding into the rain, horns screaming their futile rage. Ren eased into the flow and immediately wanted to take it back, wanted to reverse time and choose a different lane, a different route, a different life.

"Left at the next light," Ares said from the backseat.

Ren looked. The left lane was completely blocked by a delivery truck. "That lane's—"

"Left."

So Ren signaled left and waited, and waited, and the light cycled through green to yellow to red without any opening. Beside him a woman in a Lexus laid on her horn and he felt each blast in his teeth. When the light finally turned green again he forced his way over, cutting off a taxi that swerved and flipped him off through the window.

"Right in three blocks," Ares said, as if nothing had happened.

Three blocks took fifteen minutes. The rain intensified, turning the windshield into a waterfall that the wipers could barely handle. Ren's knuckles were white on the steering wheel. Every turn was impossible. Every instruction seemed designed to put him in the worst possible position. When Ares told him to make a U-turn in the middle of a one-way street, Ren actually laughed, a sound that came out more like a sob.

But he did it.

He executed every impossible command, every insane direction, because what choice did he have? This was the test. This was the interview. And if he failed, if he gave up, then midnight would come and the loan sharks would take more than money.

They'd take everything.

"Stop here."

Ren pulled over at a red light, lungs burning like he'd been running. His shirt was soaked through with sweat under his wet jacket. His hands were shaking so badly he had to grip the wheel to hide it.

Then Ares moved.

Ren saw it in the mirror—Ares leaning forward, reaching toward the partition between front and back seats. For a second Ren thought he was going to close it, create that separation between driver and passenger, boss and employee, them and us.

Instead, Ares's hand came through the gap.

Ren felt two fingers press against the back of his neck, just below his hairline, where his pulse hammered against the skin. The touch was clinical, precise, but it burned like a brand. Ren stopped breathing.

"Your pulse is 140," Ares said, voice soft and conversational and somehow more intimate than a whisper. "You're terrified."

Ren's throat was too dry to swallow. "I need this job."

The fingers stayed exactly where they were, counting his heartbeats, measuring his fear.

"Fear keeps you sharp," Ares murmured. "I don't need a chauffeur. I need someone who knows how to survive." His thumb pressed slightly harder against Ren's pulse. "And you, Ren Ashford, are a survivor."

The light turned green. The fingers withdrew. Ren pressed the accelerator with a foot he couldn't feel and drove them back to Corvus Tower in complete silence.


      ***The office on the forty-seventh floor was everything the parking garage wasn't—warm, perfectly lit, expensively austere. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked the city like a god surveying his domain. A desk that probably cost more than a car sat between them, and Ares stood behind it, no longer the patient predator but something else. Something harder to read.

He slid a folder across the polished surface.

"Contract," he said. "Read it."

Ren's hands left wet prints on the leather portfolio. Inside, the contract was dense with legal language, but certain numbers leapt out like they were highlighted. The salary made his vision blur. It was more than his debt times ten. More than he'd ever imagined earning in a year. Maybe in five years.

But the rest of it.

24/7 availability. No outside employment. No personal relationships. On-site living arrangements mandatory.

"You'll live in the penthouse," Ares said, and Ren looked up to find those dark eyes watching him with that same predatory focus. "No outside employment. No personal relationships. You understand what this means?"

Ren understood. It meant belonging. It meant ownership. It meant selling not just his time but his entire life to this man, this stranger who'd touched the back of his neck and counted his fear like currency.

It meant a cage.

But the loan sharks had given him until midnight, and this cage came with a salary that would pay off his debts and then some. This cage had heat and food and a door that locked from the inside. This cage was survival.

"Where do I sign?"

Ares's expression didn't change but something flickered in his eyes. Satisfaction, maybe. Or recognition.

He pushed a pen across the desk.

Ren's hand hovered over the signature line for exactly three seconds. Three seconds to imagine walking away, to imagine some other solution, some other life. Three seconds to grieve the person he'd been that morning, the one who still believed he had choices.

Then he signed his name and the person he'd been disappeared like smoke.

Ares took the contract back, studying the signature like it was a work of art. When he looked up again, his face was completely smooth, empty of everything except a professional courtesy that felt more dangerous than any threat.

"Ren." The way he said it made it sound like a claim. "If you steal from me, lie to me, or disappoint me, I don't fire people. I ruin them. Do we understand each other?"

Ren's mouth tasted like copper. "Yes, sir."

"Good." Ares closed the folder with a soft snap. "Go home. Pack one bag. Be back here by midnight."

The words hit like ice water.

Not tomorrow. Not next week. Tonight. Midnight.

The same deadline the loan sharks had given him.

"I—" Ren started, but Ares was already turning away, already dismissing him, and the guard from before appeared in the doorway like he'd been summoned by telepathy.

"Escort Mr. Ashford out."

Ren found himself back in the elevator, back in the lobby, back on the street before he could fully process what had happened. The rain had slowed to a drizzle but he barely noticed. His mind was racing, trying to calculate how much he could pack in one bag, what he needed versus what he could leave behind, whether any of it mattered anymore.

He'd gotten the job.

He'd sold himself.

And in six hours and thirteen minutes, he had to come back and begin his new life in a gilded cage forty-seven floors above the city.


      ***The apartment Ren returned to wasn't really an apartment. It was a room in a building that should have been condemned, with water stains on the ceiling and neighbors who screamed at each other through walls thin as paper. He climbed the three flights because the elevator had been broken for a month, his wet clothes leaving a trail up the stairs.

Inside, he stood in the center of the room and looked at everything he owned.

It fit in one duffel bag with space to spare.

Clothes that had been cheap when he bought them and were cheaper now. A few books he'd stolen from a free library box. His mother's necklace, the only thing he had left of her. His phone charger. Toothbrush. The essentials of a life pared down to nothing.

He sat on the edge of the mattress on the floor and pulled out his phone. The screen was still cracked, still showing 11:23 PM. In thirty-seven minutes the loan sharks would come knocking. In forty-seven minutes he needed to be standing outside Corvus Tower.

Ren typed out a message to the blocked number. Simple. Factual.

I HAVE A JOB. FIRST PAYCHECK IN TWO WEEKS. I'LL PAY DOUBLE.

The response came in seconds.

PROVE IT.

Ren took a photo of the contract, of the salary line that looked like a misprint, and sent it. Then he waited, watching the minutes tick down on his broken screen.

At 11:35, they replied.

TWO WEEKS. DOUBLE. THEN WE'RE EVEN.

Ren exhaled for what felt like the first time in hours. He had two weeks. Fourteen days to figure out how to survive in Ares Corvus's world, to learn whatever game he'd just agreed to play, to become whatever this job actually required.

He zipped the duffel bag closed.

Locked the door for the last time.

Walked back into the rain.


      ***At 11:47 PM, Ren stood outside Corvus Tower for the second time that day. The rain had stopped but everything was still wet, the streets slick and shining under the glow of streetlights. His duffel bag hung from one shoulder, impossibly light, impossibly small.

He looked up.

Forty-seven floors above him, in the corner office with the floor-to-ceiling windows, a silhouette stood backlit by the glow of the city. Ren couldn't see details from this distance, couldn't make out features or expression. But he knew it was Ares.

Watching.

Waiting.

And as Ren pushed through the revolving doors into the pristine lobby, into the warm air and soft lighting and the beginning of his new life, he felt that touch again. Two fingers on the back of his neck. Counting his pulse. Measuring his worth in heartbeats.

The elevator doors opened with a soft chime.

Ren stepped inside and pressed 47.

As the doors slid closed, sealing him in, he caught his reflection in the polished metal. Wet hair. Exhausted eyes. The face of someone who'd just made a deal with the devil and wasn't sure yet what he'd traded away.

The elevator began to rise.

And Ren realized with a clarity that felt like falling that he hadn't been driving today at all. From the moment Ares's fingers touched his neck, from the moment he'd seen that smile in the parking garage, from the moment he'd signed his name on that contract—he'd been falling.

The only question was whether Ares would catch him.

Or whether that was the whole point of the fall.
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Chapter two

The Glass Mausoleum





The private elevator didn't have buttons. 

Ren had noticed this in a distant, detached way as the doors slid shut behind him on the ground floor, sealing him inside a box of brushed steel and recessed lighting. There was only a biometric scanner beside the panel, its green light pulsing like a heartbeat. Ares had pressed his palm to it without a word, and now they were rising through the building's core in perfect, cushioned silence.

Forty-seven floors took less than a minute.

The elevator didn't slow as it climbed. It simply stopped, so smoothly that Ren's inner ear barely registered the change. The doors opened with a whisper of hydraulics and suddenly he was looking into a space that made his chest tighten.

The penthouse wasn't a home. It was a statement written in marble and glass.

White stone stretched from wall to wall, veined with gold that caught the light from fixtures recessed into the ceiling. The floor was polished to a mirror shine, reflecting everything back at itself in a way that made the space feel infinite and suffocating at once. And the windows. God, the windows. They made up the entire exterior wall, floor to ceiling, unbroken except for the seams where one pane met another. Beyond them, the city sprawled like a circuit board, lights scattered across the darkness in patterns that might have been beautiful if they hadn't looked so much like stars drowning.

Ren stepped out of the elevator and his duffel bag slipped from his shoulder, hitting the floor with a sound that echoed.

"Shoes off," Ares said, already moving deeper into the space.

Ren looked down at his sneakers, at the water marks they'd left on the pristine marble. He bent and unlaced them with fingers that felt clumsy and too large, hyperaware of every sound he made. His socks had a hole in the left heel. Of course they did.

Ares waited by the windows, backlit by the city, a silhouette cut from shadow. He'd removed his jacket somewhere between the garage and here, and now he stood in just his black shirt and slacks, hands in his pockets, watching Ren fumble with his shoes like this was entertainment.

"This way."

The tour began with clinical efficiency.

"Kitchen." Ares gestured to the left, where an expanse of black granite and stainless steel gleamed under pendant lights. It looked like something from a magazine, all clean lines and expensive appliances. A gas range with six burners. A refrigerator that probably cost more than a car. Cabinets with soft-close hinges that didn't make a sound when Ares opened one to reveal shelves of pristine white dishes.

"I don't cook," he said, closing the cabinet with a controlled push that felt like punctuation. "But you will. Or you'll order in. I don't care which."

He didn't wait for a response, just moved on.

"Gym." Another gesture, this time toward a room visible through a glass partition. Ren glimpsed equipment he couldn't name, weights arranged in ascending order, a treadmill facing more windows. "Required daily. Minimum one hour. I don't employ people who let themselves go."

The living room wasn't really a room. It was a vast open space with furniture arranged in careful groupings, each piece looking like it had been selected for aesthetic value rather than comfort. A low sofa in charcoal gray. Two chairs that were more sculpture than seating. A coffee table made of what looked like a single slab of stone. No television. No books. No photographs or plants or anything that suggested a human being actually lived here.

"I don't waste time," Ares said, as if Ren had asked. "If you need entertainment, use your room."

Ren wanted to ask what counted as wasting time in Ares Corvus's world, whether reading was permitted or if breathing without purpose was grounds for termination. But he stayed quiet, following as Ares moved through the space with the kind of familiarity that came from routine rather than affection.

Every room was the same. Pristine. Perfect. Unlived-in.

The penthouse felt like a showroom, like something maintained for tours rather than habitation. There was no dust, no clutter, no sign that anyone actually existed here. Even the air smelled sterile, like expensive cleaning products and nothing else. No coffee. No cologne. No trace of human occupation.

It felt like a tomb.

A very expensive, very beautiful tomb.

"Your quarters," Ares said, stopping in front of a door set into the wall near the kitchen. It was flush with the surface, painted the same white as everything else, nearly invisible except for the handle.

He opened it.

The room beyond was small. Ren's entire apartment could have fit inside it twice, but compared to the rest of the penthouse it felt almost cramped. A double bed with white linens. A nightstand. A dresser. A window that looked out over the city from a slightly different angle than the main living space. Through an open door, Ren could see a bathroom done in the same black and white palette, all hard edges and unforgiving surfaces.

It was nicer than anywhere Ren had ever lived.

It was also clearly a servant's room, tucked away behind the kitchen like an afterthought, like something to be hidden when guests arrived.

"This is yours," Ares said. "Keep it clean."

Ren set his duffel bag on the bed, the worn canvas obscene against the pristine white duvet. "Thank you."

Ares's expression didn't change. He stood in the doorway, not quite entering, maintaining that careful distance that seemed built into every interaction. Then, almost as an afterthought, he added: "The walls are soundproofed."

Something in his tone made Ren look up. Ares was still watching him with that same predatory focus from the parking garage, like he was waiting for a specific reaction and would be disappointed with anything else.

"Soundproofed," Ren repeated.

"Yes. For your privacy." Ares glanced at his watch, a gesture so casual it felt rehearsed. "It's late. I have calls to make. You should sleep. Tomorrow starts at six."

He left without waiting for acknowledgment, pulling the door closed behind him with a soft click.

Ren stood in the center of his new room and felt the silence press against his eardrums.


      ***Unpacking took less than five minutes.

Clothes in the dresser. Toiletries in the bathroom. His mother's necklace on the nightstand where he could see it. The rest of the duffel bag was empty space and possibility, and Ren shoved it under the bed because looking at it made something twist in his chest.

This was real now. This was his life.

He sat on the edge of the mattress and sank into softness he'd never experienced before. The bed at his apartment had been a mattress on the floor, thin and lumpy, the kind of thing you found on a curb with a FREE sign taped to it. This was different. This was the kind of bed that probably cost thousands of dollars, that adjusted to your body weight and temperature, that was supposed to give you the best sleep of your life.

Ren hated it immediately.

He stood and paced the small room, restless energy making his skin itch. Everything was too clean. Too new. Too perfect. He felt like a stain, like dirt tracked across white carpet, like something that would inevitably ruin all this pristine beauty just by existing in it.

His hand trailed along the wall as he moved, fingers dragging over smooth paint. The room was narrower than it looked, only about ten feet wide. He reached the window and stopped, pressing his forehead against the cool glass.

The city spread out below him like a promise or a threat, depending on how you looked at it. From up here, the streets where he'd been drowning just hours ago looked clean and organized, the traffic reduced to pretty lights moving in patterns. It was beautiful in the way things were beautiful when you were too far away to see the rot.

Ren turned from the window and that's when he noticed it.

A seam in the wall.

It ran vertically from about waist height to just above his head, so thin he might have missed it if he hadn't been looking for flaws. He moved closer, running his fingers along the edge. It wasn't a crack. It was too perfect, too deliberate. A door.

His heart started beating faster.

The door was flush with the wall, no handle on this side, no way to open it. But when Ren pressed his ear against the smooth surface, he could hear something. Not voices. Not movement. Just the sense of space on the other side, the way sound changed when there was room for it to travel.

He knew, without being told, what was on the other side.

Ares's bedroom.

Ren stepped back like the wall had burned him. His mind raced through implications, through reasons why there would be a hidden door connecting his room to his employer's. None of the explanations that came to mind were comforting. This was surveillance. This was access. This was control dressed up as architecture.

Or maybe it was just convenience. Maybe it meant nothing.

Ren pressed his ear to the door again, listening harder this time.

Silence.

Complete, perfect silence.

He retreated to the bed and lay down fully clothed, staring at the ceiling. The mattress tried to embrace him, to pull him into comfort, but his body refused to relax. Every nerve was firing, awareness of the hidden door like a touch he couldn't ignore.

The walls are soundproofed, Ares had said.

For your privacy.

But what about his?


      ***Ren didn't mean to fall asleep.

One moment he was staring at the ceiling, mind churning through everything that had happened in the past twelve hours, and the next he was jerking awake to darkness and a sound that made his breath stop.

Crying.

Someone was crying.

The sound was muffled but unmistakable, quiet sobs that seemed to come from everywhere and nowhere at once. Ren sat up, disoriented, his phone showing 2:17 AM in harsh blue numbers. He'd been asleep for less than three hours.

The crying continued.

It was coming from the wall. From the hidden door. From Ares's room on the other side.

Ren stood and moved toward the sound, drawn by the same horrible fascination that made people slow down to look at accidents. He pressed his ear against the wall and the crying became clearer, more defined. These weren't the controlled tears of someone who wanted to be heard. These were the broken, desperate sobs of someone who thought they were alone.

Ares Corvus was weeping like the world was ending.

Ren should have stepped back. Should have given the man his privacy, honored the soundproofing that was supposed to exist but clearly didn't. But he stayed frozen there, listening, because this was the first real thing he'd encountered since entering this glass mausoleum. This was human. This was proof that something alive existed inside all that cold perfection.

The crying went on for what felt like hours but was probably only twenty minutes. Eventually it faded into ragged breathing, then silence. Ren heard movement. Footsteps. The sound of water running. Then nothing.

He went back to bed but didn't sleep.

When morning came, he wasn't sure if the crying had been real or if he'd dreamed the whole thing.


      ***At 5:47 AM, Ren's phone alarm went off.

He silenced it and lay there for thirteen minutes, trying to convince his body to move. The bed had finally started to feel comfortable around 4 AM, and now he had to leave it. His eyes felt like they'd been rubbed with sand. His mouth tasted like exhaustion.

But the contract had been clear. Twenty-four-seven availability. And Ares had said tomorrow starts at six.

Ren showered in water hot enough to hurt, standing under the spray until his skin turned pink. The bathroom was stocked with expensive soap and shampoo, the kind that came in minimalist bottles with no labels. Everything smelled like cedar and something else he couldn't identify. Clean. Anonymous. Rich.

He dressed in the only clothes he had that weren't completely worn out and left his room at 5:58 AM.

The penthouse was different in the early morning light. The city beyond the windows was still mostly dark, the sun just starting to bleed color into the eastern sky. Everything inside was gray and silver, shadows softening the hard edges of marble and glass.

And from somewhere deeper in the space, Ren heard the rhythmic clang of metal on metal.

He followed the sound to the gym.

Ares was there, shirtless, his skin gleaming with sweat as he worked through a set of deadlifts that looked like they could break a normal person in half. The weights on the bar had to be close to three hundred pounds. He lifted them with controlled precision, muscles flexing under skin, breath coming in measured exhales.

He didn't acknowledge Ren's presence.

Ren stood in the doorway, unsure what to do. Watch? Leave? Announce himself? The contract hadn't come with an instruction manual, hadn't explained the etiquette of being owned.

Ares completed his set and racked the bar with a clang that echoed through the space. Only then did he turn, reaching for a towel draped over a nearby bench. He wiped his face and neck with the same controlled movements he used for everything else, and when he finally looked at Ren, his expression was completely neutral.

No sign of the broken man who'd been sobbing three hours ago.

"Coffee," he said. His voice was rough, probably from sleep or crying or both. "Black. Two sugars. Kitchen counter. Five minutes."

Then he turned back to the weights and started loading the bar for another set.

Dismissed.

Ren went to the kitchen.

Making coffee shouldn't have felt like a test, but everything in this place was a test. The espresso machine looked like it required an engineering degree to operate. All chrome and knobs and mysterious Italian words engraved on the side. Ren spent two of his five minutes just figuring out how to turn it on.

He found the coffee beans in a cabinet. Loaded them into the grinder. Pressed the button.

The grinder made a sound like a jet engine taking off.

In his rush, he'd forgotten to put the lid on. Coffee grounds exploded across the counter, into his face, coating the white marble in fine brown powder.

"Shit," he muttered, frantically trying to wipe it up.

Three minutes left. The counter looked like a crime scene. His shirt had coffee grounds stuck to it. And he still hadn't actually made coffee.

He tried again. Lid on this time. Ground the beans. Figured out the machine's confusing array of buttons. Finally, finally, got a cup of coffee brewing.

By the time he had a cup sitting on the counter, he'd used up four minutes and forty-five seconds. The kitchen looked like he'd fought a small war in it.

Ares appeared exactly at the five-minute mark, now wearing a black t-shirt, his hair still damp from exertion.

He stopped in the doorway. Looked at the coffee-ground-covered counter. At Ren's powder-dusted shirt. At the single cup of coffee sitting in the middle of the chaos like a survivor.

For one second, the corner of his mouth twitched.

Not a smile. Not quite. But close enough that Ren saw it.

"Espresso machine is...temperamental," Ares said, moving to pick up the coffee. "Took me a week to figure it out without destroying the kitchen."

He took a sip, and something in his expression shifted. Softened. Just barely.

"This is actually good. Better than I make." He looked at Ren, really looked at him, and for a moment the armor cracked. "You've got coffee grounds in your hair."

Ren reached up automatically, felt the grit in his hair, and despite everything—the exhaustion, the fear, the strangeness of this situation—he almost laughed.

"I'll clean this up," he managed.

"Leave it. Housekeeper comes at eight." Ares took another sip, and the almost-smile was gone, replaced by the usual controlled mask. But something had shifted. Some infinitesimal acknowledgment that they were both human. "I have a breakfast meeting at seven-thirty. Atlantic Club. We leave in forty minutes. Wear something better than that. And maybe shower the coffee grounds out."

He left the kitchen, taking his coffee with him.

Ren looked down at his powder-covered clothes and felt something unexpected: the ghost of amusement. Not quite laughter. But close.

Ren looked down at his clothes. They were the best he had. They were also clearly not good enough.

He went back to his room and tried every combination of shirt and pants he owned, but they all looked the same. Cheap. Worn. Wrong. Finally he settled on black jeans and a gray button-down that was only slightly wrinkled, and hoped it would pass whatever unstated dress code existed for drivers of billionaires.

At 6:37 AM, he was waiting by the elevator.

Ares emerged from his bedroom at 6:39, dressed in a suit that probably cost more than Ren's entire wardrobe combined. He gave Ren a single glance that somehow managed to catalog every flaw in his appearance without a change in expression.

"Adequate," he said, which felt worse than if he'd said nothing at all.

The elevator took them down to the garage. Ren got behind the wheel of the Bentley, and they pulled out into morning traffic.


      ***The Atlantic Club was exactly what Ren expected: marble columns, valet parking, the kind of place where you needed a membership that cost six figures just to walk through the door. Ren pulled up to the entrance and Ares got out without a word, disappearing inside like he belonged there.

Because he did.

Ren parked where the valet directed him and waited.

Forty-five minutes later, his phone buzzed.

Done. Front entrance.

Ren pulled around and Ares slid into the back seat, already on his phone. He didn't speak, just gestured forward in a way that meant drive.

The morning turned into a circuit of stops. An office building where Ares disappeared for an hour. A law firm where he stayed for twenty minutes. A restaurant where he had lunch with two men in suits and Ren waited in the car, stomach growling, watching through the window as they ate food that probably cost more than his weekly grocery budget used to be.

And through it all, Ares made calls.

He spoke in Greek first, his voice taking on a different rhythm, sharper consonants and flowing vowels that Ren couldn't parse. Then Japanese, clipped and formal. Then French, which Ren recognized but couldn't understand. Each time, Ares's eyes would find Ren's in the rearview mirror, watching his face for reactions.

Testing him.

Ren kept his expression neutral, his focus on the road, but he felt each glance like a touch. Ares wasn't really talking to whoever was on the other end of those calls. He was performing for Ren, demonstrating the gulf between them. Look at all the languages I speak. Look at all the worlds you'll never access. Look at how small you are in comparison.

By the time they returned to the penthouse at 6 PM, Ren's jaw ached from clenching it.


      ***"Groceries," Ares said as they stepped out of the elevator. He pulled a black card from his wallet and held it out. "Household supplies. Whatever you need."

Ren took the card, the metal cool and heavy in his palm. An American Express Black Card. He'd heard of them but never seen one. Unlimited credit. No spending cap.

"I don't cook," Ares continued, moving toward his bedroom. "You'll prepare meals or order in. Your choice. I eat at seven PM exactly."

Not around seven. Not approximately seven. Exactly seven.

"What do you like?" Ren asked.

Ares paused at his doorway and looked back. For a moment his expression shifted into something that might have been amusement or might have been contempt.

"Surprise me," he said, and disappeared into his room.

Ren looked at the card in his hand. Looked at the clock showing 6:07 PM. Looked at the pristine kitchen that had never been used for anything except making coffee.

He had fifty-three minutes.

The grocery store nearest the building was the kind of place that sold organic everything and had a cheese counter staffed by someone with opinions about terroir. Ren moved through it in a daze, grabbing ingredients for pasta because it was fast and he knew how to make it. Tomatoes. Garlic. Basil. Good olive oil that cost more than he used to spend on groceries in a week.

When he handed over the black card at checkout, the cashier didn't even blink.

Back at the penthouse, Ren cooked with an efficiency born from years of making meals out of nothing. He diced garlic thin enough to dissolve in the oil. Blistered tomatoes until their skins split. Tossed pasta in a sauce that was simple but good, the kind of thing his mother used to make on Sundays when they could afford fresh ingredients.

At 6:59 PM, he plated the food.

At 7:00 PM exactly, Ares emerged from his room.

He sat at the dining table without speaking. Ren set the plate in front of him, along with silverware and a glass of water. Ares looked at the food for a long moment, and Ren's stomach twisted with anxiety. Too simple. Too peasant. Too wrong.

Then Ares picked up his fork and took a bite.

He chewed slowly. Swallowed. Set down his fork.

"You made this."

"Yes."

"From scratch."

"Yes."

Ares took another bite. Then another. He ate methodically, the way he did everything, but he finished the entire plate. When he was done, he stood and carried his dishes to the sink.

"Tomorrow, the same time," he said. "Different meal."

Then he went back to his room and closed the door.

Ren stood in the kitchen and realized his hands were shaking.


      ***Cleaning up gave him something to do with the adrenaline still coursing through his system. He washed the dishes by hand even though there was a dishwasher, needing the familiar rhythm of soap and water and towel. He wiped down the counters. Put away the leftover ingredients.

That's when he knocked over one of the cookbooks.

It fell from the shelf with a thud that echoed in the quiet kitchen. Ren picked it up, intending to replace it, and noticed it was the only book that looked used. The spine was cracked. The pages were dog-eared. The Great Gatsby, incongruous among the pristine culinary volumes.

As he opened it to check for damage, something slipped from inside the dust jacket.

A photograph.

Ren caught it before it hit the floor, his heart suddenly pounding. This wasn't an accidental discovery. This was something Ares kept hidden inside a book he clearly read often, tucked away where no casual observer would find it but where he could access it whenever he needed to remember.

The photo showed two teenage boys on a beach. They were around sixteen, both shirtless and sun-bronzed, arms slung around each other's shoulders with the easy intimacy of close friends or something more. One of them was clearly Ares, though younger and softer somehow, his face not yet set into the hard lines Ren had come to recognize. He was smiling. Actually smiling, wide and genuine, the kind of joy that couldn't be faked.

The other boy had his face scratched out.

Not torn or worn away by time. Deliberately scratched, the emulsion scraped off in violent strokes that had gone deep enough to scar the photo paper underneath. But Ren could still see hints of him around the damage: dark hair, lean build, one visible eye that crinkled with laughter.

He turned the photo over.

On the back, in handwriting that was probably teenage Ares trying to be romantic: A + D, Forever.

The 'Forever' was crossed out. Same violence as the scratched-out face, black ink scored so hard it had almost torn through the paper.

Ren's chest tightened.

This was grief. This was rage. This was someone trying to erase a person from existence and failing, because even destroyed the photograph was still evidence. Still memory. Still pain.

He slipped it back inside the dust jacket of The Great Gatsby and returned the book to its place on the shelf, exactly as he'd found it.


      ***That night, Ren lay in bed and tried to ignore the hidden door.

But awareness of it was like an itch he couldn't scratch, a presence that made the whole room feel smaller. He could hear Ares moving around on the other side, footsteps crossing from one end of his bedroom to the other. The clink of glass on glass. Liquid being poured.

Drinking.

Then music started playing. Not loud, but clear enough that Ren could identify it: jazz, slow and melancholy, a saxophone that sounded like it was bleeding. The kind of music people listened to when they wanted to feel worse instead of better.

Ren turned over, pulled the pillow over his head, tried to block it out.

It didn't work.

He sat up and looked at the wall where the hidden door was. The music continued, that sad saxophone joined by a piano that felt like falling down stairs. And under it, so quiet Ren almost convinced himself he was imagining it: the sound of someone moving, pacing, restless.

Maybe the soundproofing was just bad. Maybe whoever installed it had cut corners, used cheap materials. Maybe this was an accident.

Ren stood and walked to his dresser. Picked up a book from the top of it. Let it drop.

The sound of it hitting the floor was sharp and clear in the silence of his room.

On the other side of the wall, the music didn't pause.

Ren waited, counting his heartbeats.

The music kept playing.

He picked up the book and dropped it again, harder this time. The thud echoed off the walls.

The saxophone swelled and fell. The piano wandered through chords that never quite resolved. Ares's footsteps continued their pacing.

The soundproofing worked.

From Ren's side, it worked perfectly.

But he could still hear everything from Ares's room.

Ren sat on the edge of his bed as the realization settled into his bones like cold water. The walls weren't badly soundproofed. They were deliberately one-way. Ares had designed it this way, had specifically created a space where he could hear Ren but Ren couldn't be heard.

Or no.

That wasn't quite right.

Ares had created a space where Ren could hear him.

Where Ren would lie here at night, in this expensive bed in this pristine room, and listen to Ares cry. Listen to him drink. Listen to him pace and play sad music and fall apart in ways he'd never show during daylight.

Ares wanted to be heard.

He wanted Ren to know he was breaking.

The music played on, and Ren lay back down, staring at the ceiling. Somewhere on the other side of the wall, his new employer was destroying himself in slow motion. And Ren was supposed to just lie here and listen, a captive audience to someone else's private devastation.

The walls are soundproofed, Ares had said.

For your privacy.

The greatest lie Ren had been told since signing that contract.

He closed his eyes and listened to a broken man pretend to be whole, and wondered which one of them was really the prisoner in this beautiful, terrible cage.
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Chapter three

Rearview Gods





The first week passed in careful choreography. 

Ren learned the rhythms of Ares's life the way you learned a dangerous animal's patterns: through observation, through the small failures that earned cold silence instead of words, through the successes that earned nothing at all. He learned that Ares took his coffee at 6 AM exactly, that he required absolute silence during his morning workout, that he ate dinner at 7 PM and wouldn't tolerate food that had gone cold waiting for him.

He learned to anticipate.

To have the car ready before Ares asked. To know which suit meant which kind of meeting, which tie signaled a day that would end late. To read mood in the set of shoulders, in the way fingers drummed against armrests, in the particular quality of silence that filled the space between them.

And through it all, they maintained distance.

Ares never mentioned the crying Ren heard through the walls at night. Ren never mentioned hearing it. The hidden door stayed locked. During the day they existed in the same physical space but occupied different worlds, Ares in his realm of phone calls and business dealings, Ren in his role as driver and shadow and invisible hands that kept everything running smoothly.

It should have felt sustainable.

It didn't.

The tension built like pressure behind Ren's eyes, like weather gathering on a horizon. Every night he lay in bed and listened to Ares fall apart on the other side of the wall. Every morning he watched Ares rebuild himself into something cold and perfect. The dissonance was maddening. Two versions of the same person, and Ren was the only one who saw both.

By Friday night, Ren's nerves felt like exposed wire.

He was reading in his room when his door opened without warning. No knock. No announcement. Just Ares standing in the doorway at 9 PM, dressed in black jeans and a black shirt that made him look like an expensive shadow.

"We're going out," Ares said. "You're driving."

Ren set down his book, marking the page with his thumb. "Where?"

"Does it matter?"

No. It didn't. That was the contract. That was the job. Ren was the car and the driver and the thing that went where it was pointed.

He stood and reached for his shoes.

"Not those," Ares said, voice sharp. "The ones in your closet. Left side. Second shelf."

Ren opened his closet and found a shoebox he'd never seen before. Inside were leather dress shoes, expensive and new, exactly his size. He looked at Ares, questions forming, but Ares was already walking away.
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