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READER ADVISORY — INTENDED FOR MATURE
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Reader discretion is strongly advised.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​DEDICATION

[image: ]


To the shadow that learns to cast its own light—

and discovers the darkness was never the problem.
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"Love is the most exquisite form of ownership.

It asks permission while demanding surrender."

— Unknown
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The apartment smells like sandalwood and old money, which is to say it smells like him, even when he's not here.

I've learned to recognize the difference between the scent of Caelum's presence and the scent of his absence. When he's here, the sandalwood is sharp, almost aggressive—a deliberate announcement that this space belongs to someone with power. When he's gone, the scent softens into something almost melancholic, a ghost of intention lingering in the air like a question no one asked.

Six months have passed since the contract burned.

Six months since I watched the paper curl and blacken in the fireplace, since I felt the terrible, hollow emptiness of liberation that turned out to be just another form of captivity. Six months of waking up in a bed that costs more than my old apartment, of wearing clothes that were chosen for me by someone with impeccable taste and absolute authority, of living a life so perfectly curated that sometimes I forget there was ever anything before it.

Life before feels like a dream now. The cold coffee. The bills. The apartment with the radiator that hissed like a dying animal. The weight of my father's failures pressed down on my shoulders like a stone I would carry forever. That version of me—desperate, drowning, invisible—feels like a character I read about once in a book I didn't finish.

I stand at the window of the penthouse, looking out at the city spread below like a circuit board of light and shadow. It's early morning, that particular quality of dawn that exists only in Manhattan, when the night hasn't quite released its grip but the day is already muscling in, demanding space. The light is gray and silver, neither warm nor cold, just honest in a way daylight rarely is.

Caelum left two hours ago for a meeting in Brooklyn. He didn't tell me where he was going, though he never does. He simply appeared in the doorway of the bedroom as I was pretending to sleep, kissed the back of my neck with lips that were already somewhere else, and said, "I'll be back by evening. Don't leave the building."

It wasn't a request. It wasn't even phrased as a command, which somehow made it more absolute. It was simply a statement of fact, delivered in that low, even voice of his that makes the world reorganize itself around whatever he's just said.

I haven't left the building in three days.

Not because he's forbidden it—he's never explicitly forbidden anything since the contract burned. That was part of the subtle shift that happened after that night. The control became less visible, less contractual. It became atmospheric. It became the air I breathed.

I haven't left because the thought of walking out that door, of existing in the world without his presence or his permission, fills me with an anxiety so profound it borders on physical pain. It's the anxiety of a bird that's been in a cage so long it's forgotten how to fly, or worse, has learned that flying is terrifying and the cage is safe.

My phone buzzes on the marble counter behind me. A text from Petra, my oldest friend. The one I've been avoiding for months.

"Mara, it's been forever. Lunch? I miss you. Please?"

I read the message three times without responding. Petra belongs to the before-life. She knew me when I was small and manageable, when my ambitions fit in a single room, and my problems could be solved with wine and conversation. She wouldn't recognize the person I've become. Or worse, she would recognize exactly what I've become, and I don't think I could bear to see that recognition in her eyes.

I delete the message without responding.

The apartment is quiet in that particular way that expensive spaces are quiet—not the absence of sound, but the absence of intrusion. The building is soundproofed. The walls are thick. The world outside might as well be on another planet. It's the kind of quiet that makes you feel like you're the only person who exists, which is either the most comforting or the most terrifying sensation, depending on your perspective.

I've stopped being able to tell the difference.

I make coffee in the kitchen—a ritual I've developed in the months since the contract. It's one of the few things I do that feels like a choice, though even that's questionable. Caelum prefers his coffee a specific way: dark roast, no sugar, a single pour of cream that he measures with his eyes. I've learned to make it exactly right. The first cup is always for him, even when he's not here. Even when I'm not sure he'll want it when he returns.

The second cup is for me, and it tastes like compromise.

I'm standing at the kitchen island, holding the warm mug, when I hear the elevator. My heart does something complicated in my chest. Caelum never comes back this early. The meetings in Brooklyn always run long. He always comes back with the particular exhaustion of someone who's spent hours negotiating with people who want things he won't give them.

But the elevator doors open, and it's not him.

It's Aldric.

He emerges from the elevator with the same precise composure he always has, silver-haired and immaculate, dressed in a suit that probably costs more than a car. But there's something different about him today. A tension in his jaw. A tightness around his eyes that suggests he's been awake for longer than anyone should be.

"Ms. Calloway," he says, his voice carrying that particular quality of deference mixed with something else—concern, maybe, or warning. "Mr. Voss asked me to check on you."

"He's not here," I say, which is obvious and therefore a stupid thing to say. But I say it anyway because my brain has stopped working properly.

"I'm aware," Aldric replies. He moves into the apartment with the familiarity of someone who's been here hundreds of times, though I've never seen him here before. He belongs to the office, to the world of Caelum's business. He doesn't belong in this space, which is supposed to be mine and Caelum's, separate from everything else. "There's been a development. Mr. Voss wanted you to be prepared."

"Prepared for what?"

Aldric's expression doesn't change, but something flickers behind his eyes. "For the arrival of a guest. She'll be here within the hour. Mr. Voss wanted you to know before she arrived."

The coffee in my mug suddenly tastes like metal.

"Who?" I ask, though I'm not sure I want to know the answer.

"Her name is Sienna Voss," Aldric says, and the world tilts slightly on its axis. "She's Mr. Voss's ex-wife. She's been living abroad for the past five years, but she's returned to the city. Mr. Voss believes it would be better if you met her in a controlled environment rather than unexpectedly."

I set the coffee mug down on the counter very carefully, as if sudden movements might shatter something.

"His ex-wife," I repeat, tasting the words like they're in a language I don't speak.

"Yes," Aldric says. "They were married for three years, approximately seven years ago. The divorce was... amicable, though there were complications."

"What kind of complications?"

Aldric hesitates, and in that hesitation, I understand that he's been instructed on exactly how much to tell me and no more. "That would be better discussed with Mr. Voss directly. My role is simply to inform you of her arrival and to ensure you're... settled."

Settled. As if I'm a nervous animal that needs to be calmed before the vet arrives.

"Does he still love her?" The question comes out before I can stop it, and I immediately regret asking it. It's the kind of question that reveals too much, that exposes the fractures in the carefully constructed facade I've been maintaining.

Aldric's expression softens fractionally. "Mr. Voss is not a man who loves in the way most people understand love, Ms. Calloway. He is a man who possesses. The question of whether he still loves his ex-wife is less relevant than the question of what her presence means for his interests."

"And what does it mean?"

"That," Aldric says, "remains to be seen."

He leaves before I can ask anything else, disappearing back into the elevator with the same precise movements he used to enter. The doors close with a soft hiss, and I'm alone again in the apartment that smells like sandalwood and old money.

I stand in the kitchen for a long time, holding the coffee mug that's now gone cold. My mind is doing something strange, something that feels like falling but in slow motion. An ex-wife. A woman he was married to. A woman who presumably knows him in ways I don't, who has history with him, who exists in his past in a way that's permanent and undeniable.

I realize I don't actually know much about Caelum's past. I know he was forged in fire, that he's been through something that made him harder and sharper. I know he has scars, literal and otherwise. I know he's ruthless in business and surprisingly gentle with the few people he trusts. But I don't know the details. I don't know the names of the people he's loved or the reasons he stopped. I don't know if he's capable of loving anyone at all, or if what he does with me—the possession, the control, the obsessive attention—is just a more sophisticated version of ownership.

The thought makes me feel sick.

I walk to the bedroom and stand in front of the mirror. The woman looking back at me is someone I recognize but don't quite know. She's beautiful in a way she wasn't before—her skin is clearer, her hair is shinier, her body is more toned from the personal trainer Caelum hired. She's dressed in clothes that cost more than she used to make in a month. She's wearing jewelry that's worth more than her entire life used to be worth.

But her eyes are the same. Frightened. Hungry. Desperate to be seen.

I change clothes three times, unable to decide what the appropriate outfit is for meeting your lover's ex-wife. Too casual, and I look like I don't care. Too formal, and I look like I'm trying too hard. Too sexy, and I look like I'm competing. Too plain,n and I look like I'm surrendering.

I finally settle on black jeans and a cream silk blouse—something that suggests I have taste but not that I'm trying. I do my makeup carefully, precisely, the way Caelum likes it. Not too much, not too little. Just enough to look like I woke up beautiful.

The doorbell rings at 12 p.m.

I know it's her because my entire body goes rigid at the sound. I've never been nervous about meeting anyone in this apartment. This is Caelum's space, and by extension, it's mine. I belong here. But suddenly, I'm not sure that's true anymore.

I open the door, and there she is.

Sienna Voss is exactly the kind of beautiful that makes you understand why men do terrible things. She's tall and elegant, with dark hair that falls in waves past her shoulders and eyes that are the same shade as Caelum's—that deep, light-absorbing black that seems to see everything. She's wearing a dress that probably costs more than my rent used to be, and she wears it like it's a second skin.

But it's not her beauty that makes my breath catch. It's the way she's looking at me. With recognition. With pity. With the particular sadness of someone who's seen a future she didn't want come to pass.

"You must be Mara," she says, and her voice is soft and cultured and carries the faintest trace of an accent I can't quite place. "I'm Sienna. Caelum's... well, I suppose 'ex-wife' is the most accurate term, though it never quite captures the full complexity of what we were to each other."

"Come in," I say, because I don't know what else to say.

She moves into the apartment with the ease of someone who's been here before, who knows where things are, who belongs in this space in a way that I'm suddenly not sure I do. She walks to the window and looks out at the city with the same expression Caelum wears when he's looking at something he owns.

"It hasn't changed much," she says softly. "He always did prefer consistency. The same apartment, the same aesthetic, the same careful control over every detail."

"How long were you married?" I ask, and my voice sounds small and strange.

"Three years," Sienna says, turning to face me. "Though we were together for five before that. We met at a charity event—the kind of place where powerful people go to pretend they have hearts. He was the most dangerous person in the room, and I was drawn to that danger like a moth to a flame. Very cliché, I know. Very stupid."

She sits down on the couch without being invited, crossing her legs with the grace of someone who's never felt uncomfortable in her own body.

"He told me he loved me," she continues. "He showed me his secrets. He made me feel like I was the only person in the world who mattered. And for a while, I believed it. For a while, I thought I was special. That I was different from everyone else he'd ever known. That the control he exerted over every aspect of my life was just another form of devotion."

I sit down across from her, my hands folded in my lap like I'm a student waiting to be lectured.

"But then I realized something," Sienna says, and her eyes are very sad. "I realized that the control wasn't a side effect of his love. It was the love. That's all he knows how to do. He doesn't know how to care about someone without owning them. He doesn't know how to be with someone without making them dependent on him. It's not malice. It's just... the only way he knows how to connect."

"You left him," I say.

"I did," Sienna confirms. "It took me a year of therapy and a complete breakdown to do it, but I left. And you know what the worst part was? The part that still haunts me?"

I shake my head.

"The worst part was that I didn't want to leave. Even knowing what he was doing to me, even understanding that he was systematically isolating me from everyone I loved and making me dependent on him for my sense of self-worth, I didn't want to leave. I had to leave because I was starting to lose myself. Because I could feel myself disappearing, becoming just an extension of his will, and I was terrified that if I stayed much longer, there wouldn't be enough of me left to save."

She leans forward, and her eyes are very intense.

"So I'm going to ask you something, and I want you to answer honestly. How long have you been with him?"

"Six months," I say. "Since the contract ended."

"And before that?"

"One year. On contract."

Sienna closes her eyes for a moment, as if this information physically pains her. "A year of controlled servitude followed by six months of what you probably think is freedom but is actually just a more subtle form of the same thing. Tell me, Mara—when was the last time you left this apartment without his permission?"

I don't answer because I can't remember.

"When was the last time you saw a friend? Talked to your family? Did you decide your own life without considering how it would affect him or what he would think?"

I still don't answer.

"That's what I thought," Sienna says softly. "You're doing what I did. You're calling it love. You're calling it a choice. You're calling it devotion. But what you're really doing is disappearing. And the scariest part is that it doesn't feel like disappearing. It feels like finally becoming whole."

The apartment is very quiet. Outside, the city continues its endless rhythm of traffic and voices and people living lives that don't revolve around a single person's will. Inside, I'm sitting across from a woman who knows exactly what I'm becoming because she's already become it and had to destroy herself to escape it.

"Why are you telling me this?" I ask.

"Because Caelum sent me here to meet you," Sienna says. "And because I recognize myself in your eyes. And because I'm hoping that maybe, if I tell you what I wish someone had told me, you'll have the chance to make a different choice than I did. I'm hoping that maybe you'll leave before you have to."

The elevator dings.

Caelum emerges, and the entire apartment seems to shift around him. He takes in the scene—Sienna on the couch, me sitting across from her, the particular quality of tension in the air—and something flickers across his face. Not anger. Something more complicated than that. Something that looks almost like sadness.

"Sienna," he says, his voice carrying that particular quality of controlled courtesy that means he's very angry. "I didn't expect you to arrive so early."

"I wanted to talk to Mara," Sienna says, standing with the grace of someone who's used to standing in the presence of powerful men. "I wanted to tell her what it's like to be loved by you. I thought she deserved to know."

Caelum's eyes find mine, and in that gaze, I see the full weight of his possession. Not threatening, not angry, just absolute. A reminder that I belong to him in ways that are deeper than choice, that whatever Sienna just told me, whatever doubts she's planted, I'm still here. I'm still
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