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Chapter One – Gilded Cage
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Luca lived in a palace made of quiet. Every corner of the elite university campus gleamed with glass and gold, a place where people smiled too wide and nothing ever truly touched the surface.

It was supposed to be safety.

It felt like exile.

He stirred his coffee without drinking it, watching the foam swirl like it had answers. Below, students moved in little curated cliques—hand brushes, lingering eye contact, shared laughter. Luca had all of it offered to him. He had looks. Charisma. Reputation.

But the only thing he wanted had never touched him.

Caleb.

The name tasted like rust and longing. Luca never said it aloud—not even when he was alone. Especially not then.

He’d wanted him for years.

Not when he was a child—he knew Caleb then as a guardian, a silent protector. Someone his family trusted. Someone who always stood just behind him, watching like a shadow with teeth.

But somewhere along the way—when Luca had grown tall, and sharp, and hungry for something more—his feelings shifted. He started to notice things: Caleb’s hands. The set of his jaw. The way his voice could silence an entire room with one low command.

Luca had wanted to be seen by him.

But Caleb never looked at him that way.

Not then.

When the empire fell, Caleb disappeared. Luca was left behind, shipped off to this pristine cage with a trust fund and silence for company.

You’re safer this way, Caleb had said.

It’s not safe where I’m going. You deserve better.

Better than what? Better than the man who haunted his dreams?

Luca tapped his phone screen and stared at the message he’d rewritten three times.

"I’m older now."

"I’m not a child anymore."

"Look at me."

He deleted them all.

Then, out of spite or desperation—maybe both—he texted Matteo, the flirt from his philosophy class.

Dinner tonight?

And when Matteo replied Absolutely 😘, Luca smiled.

But it wasn’t a happy smile.

It was a dare.
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Chapter Two: The Shift
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The man touched Luca’s arm again.

That same hand had hovered too close all night. Brushed his sleeve. Grazed his wrist while pouring wine. Like he thought he had the right.

Caleb watched from the rooftop, motionless in the wind.

One floor down, three buildings across. Just far enough not to be seen. Just close enough to kill if he needed to.

The man smiled too much. Laughed too loud. His watch was gold-plated. His shoes were expensive. Showy. Caleb cataloged every detail. Useless. Soft. Decorative.

The kind of man who thought charm was currency.

The kind of man who thought Luca was available to buy.

Luca laughed at something. Brief. Tight. He looked good under the terrace lights—skin like moonlit silk, fingers tapping against a wineglass. There was distance in his smile. A hesitation in the way his shoulders stayed just slightly drawn, even while leaning in.

He wasn’t relaxed.

But he was pretending to be.

The man leaned closer. Whispered something. Luca didn’t pull back.

Caleb’s jaw ticked once.

He exhaled through his nose and adjusted the sightline on his scope—not to fire. Just to watch.

Just to make sure that when this man died, it would be personal.

No one touches him like that.

No one speaks to him like they’ve earned him.

No one but me.

Luca stood. Smoothed down the front of his shirt. Said something with a half-smile, then let the man hug him—a single arm around the back. Caleb noted the hesitation in the contact. The delay in pulling away. The flatness behind Luca’s eyes.

Not pleasure.

Toleration.

When the man left, Luca stood alone under the streetlamp.

He didn’t move for a moment. Just stared at his phone. No expression.

Then he shoved it into his pocket, turned, and walked home alone.

Caleb stayed on the rooftop long after Luca disappeared inside. He didn’t shift. Didn’t breathe too deeply. The air was cold, but he didn’t feel it.

All he felt was heat behind his eyes.

If he wants to pretend that boy matters—fine.

I’ll tear him apart for touching what’s mine.
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Chapter Three – The Pretend

[image: ]




The door clicked shut behind him with a hollow finality.

Luca leaned against it for a moment, forehead pressing to the cool wood. He didn’t know why he bothered pretending anymore. Maybe because pretending was easier than admitting he was still waiting for someone who’d made it clear he wasn’t coming back.

He stepped into his apartment—quiet, clean, untouched. The place always felt like a hotel, no matter how many books lined the walls or how many overpriced throw pillows he arranged on the sofa.

No one had ever stayed long enough to make it feel like a home.

His phone buzzed. Matteo.

Had fun tonight. You’ve got this low-key mystery thing going. Want to come over Friday?

Luca stared at the screen.

He didn’t want to go. Matteo was nice. Matteo looked at him like he was available, like he was just another guy. That should’ve been a good thing.
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