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CHAPTER ONE

The Ledger
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The elevator smelled like money.

Not the crumpled bills Julian used to find in his father's jacket pockets, reeking of whiskey and desperation. This was different—leather and mahogany polish, the faint ozone of climate control calibrated to a temperature that probably cost more per hour than Julian's rent. The kind of wealth that didn't announce itself because it didn't have to.

Julian checked his reflection in the mirrored panel. Straightened his tie. It was silk—real silk—one of the last remnants of a life that had crumbled around him like wet paper. The suit was Hugo Boss, bought three years ago when he still had a trust fund and a future. Now it hung slightly loose on his frame, testament to months of stress and skipped meals.

Thirty-second floor. Thirty seconds to compose yourself.

He'd rehearsed this pitch a hundred times. In the shower. In front of his bathroom mirror. Lying awake at 3 AM while the numbers spiraled through his head like vultures circling a carcass.

Five point two million dollars.

That was what his father owed. What Julian now owed, technically, since Richard Ellis had signed his son's name as guarantor on three separate loans before disappearing into a bottle and a locked bedroom.

The creditors had been patient at first. Polite phone calls. Formal letters. Then the patience ran out, and suddenly there were men in expensive suits showing up at Julian's apartment, speaking in the quiet tones of people who didn't need to raise their voices to be threatening.

He'd sold the family home. His mother's jewelry—the pieces she'd left behind when she walked out twelve years ago, unable to watch Richard destroy himself anymore. His car. His watch collection. Everything except the grandfather's Rolex on his wrist, the one thing he'd sworn he'd never part with.

And still it wasn't enough. Not even close.

So here he was, on his third attempt to secure a meeting with Silas Vane, the man who held the largest single piece of his father's debt. A man who, by all accounts, didn't take meetings with anyone who wasn't already worth more than the GDP of a small nation.

Julian had written letters. Made phone calls. Shown up unannounced twice, only to be turned away by security guards who looked at him like he was something unpleasant they'd found on the bottom of their shoes.

But this morning, impossibly, he'd received a call. Mr. Vane would see him. Three o'clock. Don't be late.

Julian wasn't late. Julian was never late. Julian was the one who showed up early, who fixed problems, who cleaned up messes that weren't his to clean. He'd been doing it since he was twelve years old, standing between his father and the bill collectors, smiling his charming smile, buying time with promises he didn't know how to keep.

You're good at this, he reminded himself. You've talked your way out of worse.

The elevator chimed. Forty-seventh floor.

The doors slid open onto a reception area that looked like it had been designed by someone who found minimalism too cluttered. White walls. White floor. A single white desk with a woman behind it who could have been carved from the same marble.

"Mr. Ellis." She didn't phrase it as a question. "Mr. Vane is expecting you. Through those doors."

Julian walked. His footsteps echoed in the vast emptiness—no art on the walls, no plants, no evidence that human beings had ever occupied this space. Just glass and chrome and silence, the aesthetic equivalent of a held breath.

The doors at the end of the hall were frosted glass, floor to ceiling. They opened automatically as Julian approached, sliding apart with a whisper of hydraulics.

The office beyond was worse.

Not worse as in ugly—it was beautiful, in the way that operating theaters were beautiful. Clean lines. Surgical precision. A glass desk that seemed to hover in the center of the room, empty except for a single tablet and a fountain pen. Floor-to-ceiling windows that framed the city like a trophy, forty-seven stories of human ambition laid out beneath them.

And behind the desk, motionless as a statue, sat Silas Vane.

Julian had seen photographs, of course. You didn't research a billionaire without finding pictures. But photographs hadn't prepared him for the reality of the man—the stillness of him, the way he occupied space like a predator conserving energy. Ash-blonde hair cropped close to his skull, severe and military. A face that might have been handsome if it had ever learned to move. And eyes the color of a frozen lake, fixed on Julian with an intensity that made his skin prickle.

Silas didn't stand. Didn't offer his hand. Didn't smile.

"Mr. Ellis." His voice was low, precisely modulated. "Please. Sit."

Julian sat. The chair was uncomfortable—intentionally so, he suspected. The kind of chair designed to keep visitors perched on the edge, unable to relax.

"Thank you for seeing me." Julian summoned his most professional tone. "I know your time is valuable, so I'll get straight to the point. I'm here about my father's debt."

"Yes."

Julian waited for more. It didn't come.

"I've prepared a proposal." He pulled a folder from his briefcase—actual paper, because he'd read that Silas Vane didn't like screens in negotiations. "A structured repayment plan. I've liquidated the family assets, and I'm prepared to commit seventy percent of my income for the next fifteen years toward—"

"Mr. Ellis."

Julian stopped. The interruption was soft, almost gentle, but it cut through his rehearsed speech like a scalpel.

"I am not interested in your payment plan."

The words landed like stones in still water. Julian felt his carefully constructed composure begin to crack.

"I understand the amount is substantial," he pressed on, "but if you'll look at the projections, you'll see that the interest alone—"

"You misunderstand." Silas folded his hands on the glass desk. His fingers were long, elegant, the nails filed to precise ovals. "I said I am not interested. Not that I am unconvinced. There is no version of this conversation in which I accept your proposal."

Julian's mouth went dry. "Then why did you agree to see me?"

For the first time, something flickered across Silas's face. Not quite a smile. More like the memory of one.

"Because I have a counter-proposal."

He touched the tablet on his desk, and an image appeared on the glass wall behind him—a spreadsheet, numbers cascading down the screen in neat columns.

"Your father's total debt, as of this morning, is five point two million dollars. Held by seven different creditors across four jurisdictions." Silas's voice was clinical, detached, as if he were reading stock prices. "Except it is not held by seven creditors anymore. As of three weeks ago, it is held by one."

Julian's stomach dropped.

"I purchased every marker, every IOU, every outstanding balance your father accrued. The gambling debts. The personal loans. The mortgage default. All of it." Silas's pale eyes never left Julian's face. "Your family's ruin belongs to me now, Mr. Ellis. Entirely."

The room seemed to tilt. Julian gripped the arms of his chair, fighting the urge to bolt.

"Why?" The word came out cracked. "Why would you do that?"

"Because I wanted to have this conversation." Silas rose from his chair—finally—and Julian realized with a start how tall he was. Six-three at least, and built like a swimmer, all lean muscle and controlled power. He moved around the desk with unsettling grace, stopping close enough that Julian could smell him: ozone and leather and something antiseptic, like a hospital ward that cost ten thousand dollars a night.

"I have followed your family's situation for some time," Silas continued. "Your father's descent. Your mother's departure. Your rather heroic attempts to hold everything together." He tilted his head, examining Julian like a specimen under glass. "You have spent the last twelve years cleaning up other people's messes. Sacrificing your own future to preserve the illusion of a functional family. It must be exhausting."

Julian's throat tightened. "I don't know what you're—"

"Columbia University. Full scholarship. You dropped out after two years to manage your father's failing business." Silas began to circle him, slow and deliberate. "A position at Goldman Sachs—entry level, but promising. You left after six months when your father's gambling addiction required your attention. Three relationships, all ended by you, all for the same reason: you could not commit to anything that might take you away from your responsibilities."

"How do you know all this?" Julian's voice was barely a whisper.

"I know everything about you, Julian." First-name basis now. The intimacy of it made Julian's skin crawl. "I know you take your coffee black because you cannot afford cream. I know you sold your mother's engagement ring last month for eight thousand dollars—a fraction of its value, but you were desperate. I know you cry in the shower because it is the only place no one can hear you."

Julian stood abruptly, the chair scraping against the floor. "This is insane. You're insane. I'm leaving—"

"Sit down."

It wasn't loud. If anything, Silas's voice dropped lower, softer. But something in the command rooted Julian to the spot. His legs folded beneath him, and he was sitting again before he'd consciously decided to obey.

Silas smiled. A real smile this time, small and satisfied.

"I am going to make you an offer, Julian. You are free to refuse it. But I suspect you will not."

He returned to his desk and retrieved a document—thick, bound in black leather, with a seal embossed on the cover.

"Six months," Silas said, placing the document on the desk between them. "That is the term of this contract. For six months, you will live in my residence. You will be available to me at all hours. You will perform whatever tasks I assign, follow whatever rules I establish. In exchange, your father's debt will be forgiven. Completely. Permanently."

Julian stared at the contract. His mind raced through the implications, each one worse than the last.

"You want me to be your... what? Your assistant? Your servant?"

"No." Silas leaned against his desk, arms folded, utterly at ease. "I want you to be mine."

The word hung in the air. Mine. Such a small word. Two letters. One syllable. And yet it contained multitudes—possession, ownership, surrender.

Julian laughed. The sound was high, brittle, edged with hysteria. "You can't be serious."

"I am always serious."

"This is—this is prostitution. You're asking me to—"

"I am asking you to submit." Silas's voice cut through Julian's protests like a blade through silk. "There is a difference. Prostitution is transactional. Bodies exchanged for currency. What I am proposing is... transformation."

He pushed off from the desk and crossed to a panel on the wall. It slid open to reveal a screen, and suddenly Julian was looking at himself.

Photographs. Dozens of them. Hundreds, maybe. Julian at a charity gala, barely twenty, smiling through exhaustion while his father slurred his speech in the background. Julian at his mother's funeral—no, not her funeral, she wasn't dead—at the memorial service after she left, after she sent divorce papers from a country whose name Julian couldn't pronounce. Julian on the street outside his apartment. Julian in a coffee shop. Julian crying on a park bench at two in the morning, thinking no one could see.

"I have watched you for a very long time," Silas said softly. "Watched you survive. Adapt. Endure. You are remarkable, Julian. And you are wasted—squandering your potential on a man who will never appreciate your sacrifice, drowning slowly in a life you never chose."

Julian couldn't look away from the photographs. Couldn't process the violation of it, the intimacy of being seen so completely by a stranger.

"I can save you," Silas continued. "I can give you what you have never allowed yourself to have: the freedom of surrender. Six months with no decisions to make, no disasters to manage. Someone else in control. Someone who will take care of everything—including you."

"You're asking me to give up my entire life."

"I am asking you to give up a life that is killing you." Silas crossed back to him, stopping so close that Julian had to tilt his head back to meet his eyes. "You are exhausted, Julian. I can see it in the way you hold yourself—like a man carrying a weight he has forgotten how to set down. Let me carry it for you. Just for six months. And then, if you wish, you can walk away. Free. Debt-free. And perhaps, for the first time in your life, rested."

Julian's heart hammered against his ribs. Every instinct screamed at him to run—to grab the contract and tear it up and never look back.

But beneath the fear, beneath the outrage, something else stirred. Something small and shameful and desperate. The part of him that lay awake at night wondering what it would feel like to let go. To stop being the responsible one. To let someone else make the decisions, just for a little while.

"I need time to think."

Silas nodded, as if he'd expected nothing less. "You have twenty-four hours. Return here tomorrow at three with your answer. If you accept, bring only what you can carry in one bag. You will not need much."

Julian reached for the contract with numb fingers. It was heavier than it looked—or maybe that was just the weight of what it represented.

He made it to the door before Silas's voice stopped him.

"Julian."

He turned. Silas hadn't moved, still standing in the center of that vast white room like a spider at the heart of its web.

"The watch," Silas said. "Your grandfather's Rolex. You will bring it with you when you return. I will keep it safe for you."

Julian's blood went cold. He hadn't mentioned the watch. Hadn't told anyone about the watch—not the creditors, not the lawyers, no one.

"How did you—"

"Twenty-four hours, Mr. Ellis."

The doors slid open behind him, and Julian stumbled through, clutching the contract to his chest like a life preserver.

The elevator ride down took forty-seven floors and approximately three eternities. Julian stared at his reflection in the mirrored panel—the same reflection he'd checked on the way up, except now the man looking back at him seemed like a stranger. Pale. Wide-eyed. Terrified.

You should be running, he told himself. You should be calling the police, filing a restraining order, disappearing to somewhere this psychopath can never find you.

But even as the thought formed, he knew he wouldn't do any of those things.

Because Silas Vane was right.

Julian was exhausted. Bone-tired in a way that sleep couldn't fix, that coffee couldn't touch, that had settled into his marrow like a chronic disease. He had spent twelve years carrying his father's failures on his back, twelve years smiling through disasters and apologizing for things that weren't his fault and sacrificing every dream he'd ever had on the altar of family obligation.

And for what? His father was still drinking himself to death. His mother was still gone. The debt was still there, an anvil hanging over his head, waiting to fall.

Silas was offering him a way out. A terrible way out, a degrading way out, a way out that would cost him everything he thought he knew about himself.

But still. A way out.

The elevator reached the lobby. The doors opened onto the gleaming marble atrium, and Julian stepped through in a daze.

He was halfway to the exit when he realized he was still gripping the contract. Black leather warm against his palms. Gold seal catching the light.

He'd already decided.

Maybe he'd decided before he even got in the elevator. Maybe he'd decided weeks ago, lying in his cramped apartment, staring at the ceiling, wondering how much longer he could keep going. Maybe some part of him had been waiting for this—for someone to see him, really see him, and offer to take the weight away.

Julian pushed through the glass doors and into the cold afternoon air. The city roared around him—traffic, voices, the endless churning machinery of other people's lives. He clutched the contract tighter and started walking.

Twenty-four hours.

He already knew the answer.
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CHAPTER TWO

The Terms
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Julian didn't sleep.

He sat on the edge of his mattress—no bed frame, not anymore, he'd sold that two months ago—and read the contract cover to cover. Then he read it again. And again. Until the words blurred together and the legal terminology started to sound like a foreign language, dense and impenetrable.

His apartment was a monument to failure. A studio in a building that smelled like mildew and other people's cooking, barely four hundred square feet of peeling wallpaper and windows that didn't quite close. Three years ago, he'd lived in a brownstone in the Upper West Side. Two years ago, a decent one-bedroom in Brooklyn. Now this: a space so small he could touch both walls if he stood in the center and stretched out his arms.

The contract sat on his lap like a living thing. Black leather, soft as skin. Gold seal catching the weak light from the streetlamp outside.

He'd read enough to understand the basics. Six months. Total availability. Complete surrender of autonomy.

But it was the details that kept him awake. The clauses buried in subsections, the addendums at the back, the careful legal language that spelled out exactly what he was agreeing to.

Section 4.2: Physical Availability

The Asset agrees to be available for physical service, including but not limited to sexual acts, at the sole discretion of the Holder. The Asset will not engage in sexual activity with any party other than the Holder for the duration of the contract. The Asset will not engage in self-pleasure without the express verbal permission of the Holder.

Julian read that section four times. His face burned in the darkness.

He wasn't naive. He knew what Silas wanted from him—had known it from the moment those pale eyes fixed on him across the glass desk. This was prostitution in a designer suit. Sex for money. Body for debt forgiveness.

He could handle that. He'd handled worse.

But there were other sections. Sections that made his stomach clench in ways he didn't want to examine.

Section 5.1: Personal Effects

Upon commencement of the contract, the Asset will surrender all personal devices, including but not limited to mobile phones, computers, tablets, and any other communication equipment. The Asset will surrender all forms of identification, including but not limited to passports, driver's licenses, and government-issued ID cards. The Asset will surrender all currency, credit cards, and financial instruments.

Section 5.3: Mobility

The Asset will not leave the Holder's primary residence without the Holder's accompaniment. The Asset will not communicate with individuals outside the residence without the Holder's express permission. The Asset will not access outside media, including but not limited to television, internet, newspapers, or radio, without the Holder's express permission.

Julian set the contract down. Picked it up again.

He wasn't just selling his body. He was erasing himself. For six months, he would cease to exist as an independent person. No phone. No ID. No contact with the outside world. Just Silas and whatever sterile prison he called home.

You should tear this up, he thought. Walk away. Figure out another solution.

But there was no other solution. He'd spent eighteen months looking for one. The debt was an abyss with no bottom, and he'd been falling into it so long he'd forgotten what solid ground felt like.

Silas was offering him a rope. The price was his dignity, his freedom, his sense of self.

It was still a rope.

Julian looked around his apartment. The mattress on the floor. The hot plate that served as a kitchen. The single window with its view of a brick wall. This was what his life had become—a slow, grinding descent into nothing.

At least with Silas, the descent would be quick.

He picked up his phone. Three missed calls from debt collectors. A text from his father's facility: Richard Ellis has been discharged due to nonpayment. Please contact us regarding outstanding balance.

Julian closed his eyes. Let out a breath that felt like it had been trapped in his chest for years.

Then he opened the contract to the signature page and found a pen.

* * *
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Three o'clock came too quickly.

Julian stood in the lobby of Vane Tower, duffel bag over his shoulder, contract clutched in both hands. The security guards watched him with the same disdain as before, but this time they didn't stop him when he approached the elevator.

"Mr. Ellis." The receptionist's voice came through a speaker he couldn't see. "You're expected. Please proceed to the forty-seventh floor."

The elevator doors opened. Julian stepped inside.

The ride up was silent except for the hum of machinery and the thundering of Julian's heart. He watched the numbers climb—fifteen, twenty, thirty—and tried to remember how to breathe.

You can still turn back. The doors will open, and you can tell him you've changed your mind, and—

And what? Go back to the apartment that smelled like mold? Field calls from creditors who'd moved past threats and into action? Watch everything his family had ever built disappear into a black hole of debt and desperation?

No.

Julian straightened his spine. Adjusted his grip on the contract.

You've made your choice. Now see it through.

The elevator chimed. Forty-seventh floor.

The office was exactly as he remembered—vast and white and sterile, like the inside of a bone. But this time, Silas wasn't alone.

A woman sat in one of the uncomfortable chairs, a briefcase open on her lap. She was middle-aged, severe, with gray hair pulled back in a bun so tight it looked painful. She didn't look up when Julian entered. Didn't acknowledge his existence at all.

"Mr. Ellis." Silas rose from behind his glass desk. He was wearing a charcoal suit today, perfectly tailored, with a shirt so white it seemed to glow against his pale skin. "You've made your decision."

It wasn't a question.

"Yes." Julian's voice came out steadier than he expected. "I have conditions."

Something flickered in Silas's eyes. Amusement, maybe. Or approval.

"You are in no position to negotiate."

"I know." Julian stepped forward, closing the distance between them. "But I want it on record anyway. My father—he's in a facility. A treatment center. If I'm going to be... unavailable... for six months, I need to know he'll be taken care of."

Silas tilted his head. That examining look again, like Julian was a puzzle he was slowly solving.

"The facility has already been contacted," he said. "Your father's treatment will continue for as long as necessary, at my expense. Is there anything else?"

Julian blinked. He'd expected resistance. Negotiation. Not... this.

"No," he managed. "That's all."

"Then let us proceed." Silas gestured to the woman in the chair. "This is Ms. Chen. She will witness the signing and notarize the documents. Do you have any questions about the terms?"

Julian did. He had a thousand questions—about the sections on punishment, on behavioral expectations, on the clause that referred to something called "the Surrender Protocol." But the questions died in his throat, swallowed by the certainty that asking them would only make this harder.

"No questions."

"Very well." Silas produced a fountain pen from his desk drawer—heavy, silver, probably worth more than Julian's entire net worth. "Sign where indicated. Initial each page. Ms. Chen will witness."

Julian sat in the chair opposite the desk. The contract felt heavier now, weighted with the reality of what he was about to do.

He opened to the first page. Found the line marked with a small X.

Julian Ellis.

The pen moved across the paper. His hand didn't shake.

Initial. Turn. Sign. Initial. Turn. Sign.

Twenty-three pages. Twenty-three moments where he could have stopped, could have stood up and walked away and chosen a different kind of ruin. But he didn't stop. He kept signing, kept initialing, kept moving forward into whatever waited on the other side.

The final page was different. A single line in the center, below a paragraph that began: By signing below, the Asset acknowledges full understanding of and consent to all terms outlined in this agreement, and surrenders autonomy to the Holder for the duration specified.

Julian's pen hovered over the line.

Six months. One hundred and eighty-three days. Four thousand three hundred and ninety-two hours.

He signed.

The pen left a small indent in the paper, a physical impression of the moment his old life ended.

Silas took the contract. Examined Julian's signature with the same clinical attention he'd given to everything else. Then he signed his own name—a sharp, precise scrawl that looked nothing like Julian's cramped printing—and handed the document to Ms. Chen.

"Thank you, Ms. Chen. That will be all."

The woman rose without a word. She gathered her briefcase, tucked the contract inside, and walked out of the office without ever having met Julian's eyes. The doors whispered shut behind her.

They were alone.

"Your things," Silas said.

Julian looked down at the duffel bag at his feet. Everything he owned that still mattered fit inside—some clothes, a few photographs, his toiletry kit. The remnants of a life.

"You will not need most of it." Silas crossed to stand before him. "Leave the bag. You will be provided with everything necessary."

Julian set the bag aside. His hands felt empty without it.

"Now. Your pockets."

The request—the command—hung in the air between them. Julian understood what was happening. The contract had been the legal surrender. This was the physical one.

He reached into his jacket. Pulled out his phone—a cracked iPhone three generations old, held together with a screen protector and prayers. He set it on the glass desk.

Silas nodded. "Continue."

His wallet. Thin, worn at the corners, containing a driver's license, a maxed-out credit card, and eleven dollars in cash. That joined the phone.

His keys. Three of them—apartment, mailbox, a storage unit he could no longer afford. They clinked against the glass, small and insignificant.

"And the watch."

Julian's hand went to his wrist. The Rolex was warm against his skin, the way it always was. He'd worn it every day since his grandfather's funeral, a talisman against the chaos of his life. The one thing he'd sworn he would never sell, never surrender, never give up.

"I told you," Silas said quietly. "I will keep it safe."

Julian's fingers trembled as he unclasped the band. The watch slid off his wrist, leaving a pale stripe of skin where the sun hadn't reached.

He held it for a moment. Felt the weight of it. The history.

Then he placed it on the desk beside the rest of his life.

Silas picked up the watch. Examined it with something that might have been respect.

"Your grandfather was a man of taste," he observed. "1978 Submariner. Original band. This must be worth a great deal to you."

"It's worth everything."

"Yes." Silas's eyes met his. "That is why I asked for it."

He slid open a drawer in his desk and placed the watch inside. Julian heard a click—a lock engaging—and something in his chest twisted.

"Your possessions will be stored securely for the duration of the contract," Silas continued. "When our arrangement concludes, they will be returned to you. All of them. Undamaged. You have my word."

Julian nodded. He didn't trust himself to speak.

"Now." Silas closed the drawer. "There is one more thing."

He reached into his jacket and withdrew a small box. Black velvet, hinged, the kind that usually held jewelry.

"The contract specifies that you will wear a symbol of our arrangement at all times." Silas opened the box. "This is that symbol."

Inside, nested in silk, was an anklet.

Platinum, Julian guessed, though he'd never been able to tell precious metals apart. It was simple—a hinged band about an inch wide, with a small clasp shaped like a lock. No diamonds, no ornamentation. Just clean lines and cold metal.

Beautiful, in its way. And terrifying.

"This does not come off," Silas said. "Not in the shower. Not in sleep. Not ever, unless I remove it. Do you understand?"

Julian stared at the anklet. Such a small thing. Such an enormous weight.

"I understand."

"Good." Silas closed the box. "You will receive it tonight, once we reach the residence. For now..." He extended his hand. Not for a handshake—palm up, expectant. Waiting.

Julian looked at that hand. The long fingers, the precise nails, the pale skin that had never known a day of manual labor.

This was it. The threshold. Once he took that hand, there was no going back.

He thought about his father, drowning in a bottle, incapable of saving himself.

He thought about his mother, walking out the door twelve years ago, choosing her own survival over her son's.

He thought about himself—exhausted, bankrupt, hollowed out by years of carrying a weight no one had ever asked him to carry.

Julian took Silas's hand.

The touch was cool and dry, like grasping marble. But Silas's fingers closed around his with surprising gentleness, and when he pulled Julian to his feet, there was something almost tender in the motion.

"Come, Julian." Silas's voice was soft now, almost warm. "Let me show you your new home."

They walked together to a door Julian hadn't noticed before—hidden in the white wall, seamless until it slid open to reveal a private elevator. This one was smaller than the public lift, lined in dark wood and smelling faintly of leather.

Silas pressed his thumb to a sensor. The doors closed.

"The penthouse is accessible only through this elevator," he explained as they began to rise. "The code is biometric—my thumbprint alone. You will not be able to leave without me."

Julian said nothing. There was nothing to say.

The elevator climbed. Forty-eight. Forty-nine. Fifty.

"You are afraid," Silas observed.

"Yes."

"Good." Silas turned to look at him. In the dim light of the elevator, his eyes seemed almost silver. "Fear is honest. I prefer it to false bravado."

"Is that what you want? My fear?"

"I want many things from you, Julian." The elevator slowed. Stopped. "Fear is only the beginning."

The doors opened.

Julian stepped out into another world.

The penthouse stretched before him—vast, cold, impossibly beautiful. Floor-to-ceiling windows wrapped around the entire space, framing the city in glass. The furniture was minimal and monochromatic: white couches, white chairs, a white dining table that could seat twelve. The floors were pale marble, so polished they reflected the gray afternoon light like mirrors.

And everywhere, glass. Glass walls, glass tables, glass sculptures that caught the light and scattered it into fragments. Julian could see his own reflection in a dozen surfaces, multiplied and refracted until he seemed to be everywhere and nowhere at once.

"The temperature is kept at sixty-two degrees," Silas said, moving past him into the space. "I prefer it cold. You will adjust."

Julian shivered. He was already cold, and they'd been inside for thirty seconds.

"There are three levels. Living and dining on this floor. Kitchen and study on the second. Bedroom and bath on the third." Silas gestured toward a spiral staircase of glass and chrome. "You will have full access to all areas except my office, which is locked at all times."

Julian walked to the window. The city sprawled beneath him—a glittering grid of streets and buildings, cars and people reduced to specks by the height. He pressed his palm to the glass. It was cold, so cold it almost burned.

"The windows are one-way," Silas continued. "You can see out. No one can see in. You will never be observed by anyone but me."

Alone, Julian thought. Utterly alone.

"Your duties will be explained tomorrow," Silas said. "Tonight, you will rest. Bathe. Acclimate." He paused. "And receive your anklet."

Julian turned from the window. Silas was watching him with that unblinking stare, his face as unreadable as ever.

"What happens now?"

Silas smiled. It was a small expression, barely a curve of the lips, but it transformed his face in ways Julian couldn't quite process.

"Now," he said, "we begin."

He crossed to Julian and took his hand again—that same cool, dry grip—and led him toward the spiral staircase.

The bedroom was on the third floor. Enormous. Dominated by a bed that could have slept six people comfortably, draped in white linens that looked soft as clouds.

But it was what sat at the foot of the bed that caught Julian's attention.

A velvet pad. Deep burgundy, plush, about the size of a large dog bed. Beside it, folded neatly, a thin blanket and a single pillow.

"That," Silas said, following his gaze, "is where you will sleep."

Julian's stomach dropped. "On the floor?"

"On the pad. It is quite comfortable, I am told." Silas's voice was matter-of-fact, as if he were discussing the thread count of the sheets. "The bed is for me. The floor is for you. This is not negotiable."

Julian stared at the pad. The pillow. The thin blanket that wouldn't do anything against the sixty-two-degree chill.

You signed the contract, he reminded himself. You agreed to this.

"I understand," he heard himself say.

"Good." Silas released his hand. "The bathroom is through that door. You will shower now. When you are finished, you will find a robe on the hook. You will wear only the robe. Nothing else."

He turned and walked toward the door, leaving Julian alone in the cavernous bedroom.

"Silas."

The name felt strange on his tongue. Too intimate for someone he barely knew. But Silas paused, turned back.

"The anklet," Julian said. "When...?"

"When you are clean." Silas's smile returned—that small, secret expression that made Julian's skin prickle. "I prefer to begin with a blank canvas."

Then he was gone, the door closing softly behind him.

Julian stood in the silence of the bedroom, surrounded by glass and white linen and cold, cold air.

He looked at the velvet pad at the foot of the bed.

He looked at his own reflection in the window—a small, dark figure against the vast gray sky.

He went to take his shower.

The water was hot. A small mercy in this frozen place. Julian stood under the spray until his skin flushed pink, letting the heat seep into his bones, trying to remember what warmth felt like.

When he finally emerged, wrapped in a silk robe so soft it felt like wearing water, Silas was waiting for him.

​
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