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Chapter 1: The Cage
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The rain hammered against the floor-to-ceiling windows of Rio Dexter's penthouse office, each drop like bullets against glass. He didn't look up from the financial reports spread across his mahogany desk—numbers that represented more than money. They represented power, control, the lifeblood of Mayhem Legion flowing through every corner of the city.

His phone buzzed. *Jaden*. Again.

Rio's jaw tightened as he declined the call, the same way he'd done three times in the past hour. Whatever domestic drama was brewing at the villa could wait. The Kozlov family had been moving product through their territory, and that required his immediate attention. Everything else was secondary.

The phone rang again.

"Fuck," he muttered, finally answering without looking away from his documents. "What?"

"Don't 'what' me, Rio." Jaden's voice carried a tremor that Rio had learned to ignore over the past year. "I've been trying to reach you for hours."

"I'm working."

"You're always working." The words came out sharper than usual, cutting through the steady rhythm of rain. "Do you even remember what today is?"

Rio's pen stopped moving. He stared at the calendar on his desk—Tuesday, October 15th. Nothing stood out. No meetings marked in red, no anniversaries he was supposed to care about. "Enlighten me."

The silence stretched long enough that Rio thought the call had dropped. Then Jaden's voice came back, quieter, more dangerous. "Three years, Rio. Today marks three years since we got together."

*Shit.* The admission sat heavy in his chest, but Rio's expression remained unchanged. Sentiment was a luxury he couldn't afford, not when running an empire that demanded constant vigilance. "I'll make it up to you when I get home."

"When?" Jaden's laugh was bitter. "When will that be? Midnight? Three AM? Or maybe you'll just sleep at the office again, and I'll wake up to another text saying you got held up."

Rio set down his pen, finally giving the conversation his full attention. Through the speaker, he could hear the familiar sounds of the villa—the distant hum of security systems, the soft jazz that Jaden always played when he was upset. Home. The word felt foreign on his tongue.

"I said I'll make it up to you."

"I don't want you to make it up to me." Jaden's voice cracked. "I want you to come home. I want you to have dinner with me. I want to watch a movie without you checking your phone every five minutes. I want to feel like I matter more than your fucking spreadsheets."

The desperation in those words should have moved him. Three years ago, it would have. Three years ago, Rio had been fascinated by Jaden's innocence, his ability to see good in a world that Rio had painted black. He'd been protective, attentive, almost gentle. But somewhere along the way, that fascination had settled into routine, and routine had bred neglect.

"You knew what you were getting into when you chose this life," Rio said, his voice steady as stone. "I never lied to you about who I am."

"No, you didn't lie." Jaden's breathing was uneven now. "But you didn't tell me I'd become a decoration either. Something pretty to keep in your house while you go play king of the underworld."

"Don't be dramatic."

"Dramatic?" The word exploded from the speaker. "I haven't left this house without a fucking escort in six months, Rio. Your men follow me to the grocery store. They report back when I talk to friends. I'm not your boyfriend—I'm your prisoner."

Rio stood, pacing to the window. The city sprawled below him, lights twinkling like stars fallen to earth. Every light represented someone living under his protection, his rule. The weight of that responsibility sat on his shoulders like armor he could never remove.

"The escorts are for your protection."

"Protection from what? From having a life? From making my own choices?" Jaden's voice was rising now, three years of accumulated frustration spilling over. "I'm suffocating here, Rio. I wake up alone, I eat alone, I go to bed alone. The only difference between an actual prisoner and me is that my cage has better furniture."

"You're being ridiculous," Rio said, but even as the words left his mouth, they felt hollow. He caught his reflection in the window—sharp suit, harder eyes, the face of a man who'd forgotten how to be anything but what his empire required.

"Am I?" Jaden's voice dropped to a whisper, and somehow that was more frightening than his shouting. "When's the last time you kissed me without checking your watch? When's the last time you asked me how my day was and actually listened to the answer?"

Rio opened his mouth to respond, but the words wouldn't come. He couldn't remember. The realization hit him like a physical blow, but his pride locked it away before it could show.

"I provide for you," he said instead. "You have everything you could want."

"Everything except you." The pain in those three words was raw, unfiltered. "I don't want your money, Rio. I don't want the designer clothes or the fancy car or the fucking mansion prison. I want the man I fell in love with. The one who used to hold me like I mattered."

Something twisted in Rio's chest—guilt, maybe, or the ghost of feelings he'd buried under years of calculated coldness. But sentiment was weakness, and weakness got you killed in his world.

"I'm the same man I've always been."

"No." Jaden's voice was steady now, resolved. "You're not. And maybe that's the problem. Maybe I've been waiting for someone who doesn't exist anymore."

The line went quiet except for the sound of breathing. Rio could picture Jaden on the other end, probably sitting on their bed, the one they'd shared but rarely occupied together anymore. Probably wearing one of those soft sweaters that Rio used to love peeling off him. Probably crying, though Jaden would never admit it.

"I need you to come home," Jaden said finally. "Not tomorrow. Not when you're done with whatever crisis is more important than us. Now."

"I'm in the middle of something that can't wait."

"And I'm in the middle of something that can't wait either." Jaden's voice hardened. "I'm in the middle of deciding whether I can live like this anymore."

The threat hung in the air like smoke. Rio felt his control slipping, replaced by something he didn't recognize—panic, maybe, or the unfamiliar sting of genuine loss. But Rio Dexter didn't bend to ultimatums. He didn't negotiate from positions of weakness.

"You don't make demands of me," he said, his voice dropping to the tone that made grown men flinch. "I make the decisions around here."

"About your business, yes. About your empire, absolutely." Jaden's laugh was sharp enough to cut. "But you don't get to decide how much of myself I'm willing to lose for you."

"You're upset. Sleep it off. We'll talk when I get home."

"When will that be, Rio? Give me a time."

Rio looked at his desk, at the reports that needed reviewing, at the phone that would inevitably ring with another crisis requiring his attention. In his world, timing was everything, and right now wasn't the time for domestic complications.

"I'll be home when I'm done here."

The silence stretched so long that Rio thought Jaden had hung up. Then, quietly, almost gently: "Then I won't be here when you get home."

"Jaden—"

"I'm done, Rio. I'm done being an afterthought in your life. I'm done pretending that this is love when it feels more like ownership." His voice was steady now, carved from the same stone Rio had built his walls with. "I'm done waiting for you to remember that I exist."

"You're not going anywhere." Rio's voice carried the authority of a man accustomed to absolute obedience. "You belong to me."

"No." The word was quiet but absolute. "I belong to me. And I'm taking myself back."

The line went dead.

Rio stared at the phone in his hand, the silence more deafening than any explosion. Outside, the rain continued its assault on the windows, but inside, everything had gone perfectly, impossibly still.

He hit redial. The call went straight to voicemail.

"Jaden." His voice was sharper now, edged with the kind of danger that made his enemies reconsider their life choices. "Pick up the phone. We're not done talking."

But even as he said it, something cold settled in his stomach. The finality in Jaden's voice had been real—not the dramatic threat of someone seeking attention, but the quiet certainty of someone who had already made their choice.

Rio called again. Voicemail.

Again. Voicemail.

On the fourth attempt, he slammed the phone down hard enough to crack the screen. The sound echoed through his office like a gunshot, but it did nothing to relieve the pressure building in his chest.

He pressed the intercom button. "Marcus."

His right-hand man's voice crackled through immediately. "Yes, boss?"

"Call the villa. I want eyes on Jaden until I get there."

"Already on it. Sent Rodriguez and Chen to keep watch an hour ago when you mentioned he'd been calling."

Rio felt a flicker of satisfaction. This was why he'd survived in a world where most men died young—he planned for every contingency, controlled every variable. Jaden could throw his tantrum, but he wasn't going anywhere. Not really.

"Good. Make sure they understand he doesn't leave the property."

"Copy that."

Rio ended the call and turned back to his reports, but the numbers swam before his eyes. Jaden's words echoed in his head—*prisoner, cage, suffocating*—but he pushed them away. What they had was complicated, yes, but it was also safe. Protected. In Rio's world, safety was the highest form of love he could offer.

His phone buzzed with a text from Marcus: *Problem at the villa. Need to call you.*

Rio's blood went cold. He dialed immediately.

"Talk to me."

"He's gone, boss." Marcus's voice was tight with the kind of tension that came from delivering bad news to a man who didn't accept failure. "Rodriguez and Chen got here twenty minutes ago. Found the back gate open, security system disabled. Kid's phone is on the kitchen counter, along with his credit cards and the car keys."

"What do you mean, gone?"

"I mean he's in the wind. Left everything you ever gave him except the clothes on his back. Even left a note."

Rio's grip on the phone tightened until his knuckles went white. "Read it."

"You sure, boss? It's... personal."

"Read the fucking note, Marcus."

A pause, then Marcus's voice, carefully neutral: "*Rio—I meant what I said. I'm taking my life back. Don't look for me. I won't be found unless I want to be. Three years was long enough to learn from the best. Consider this my graduation. —J*"

The words hit Rio like physical blows. Jaden had been watching, learning, studying Rio's methods for three years. He'd played the perfect submissive boyfriend while memorizing every security protocol, every escape route, every weakness in Rio's armor.

"Boss? You there?"

Rio stared out at the city, at the empire he'd built through blood and calculation. For the first time in years, he felt truly off-balance, like a chess player who'd just realized his opponent had been playing a different game entirely.

"Find him," he said finally.

"Boss, if he doesn't want to be found—"

"I don't care if you have to turn this city upside down. Find him." Rio's voice carried the weight of absolute authority, the kind that had built Mayhem Legion from nothing into the most feared organization on the Northeast Coast. "And Marcus? When you do find him, bring him home. Whatever it takes."

As he hung up, Rio couldn't shake the feeling that something fundamental had shifted. For three years, he'd kept Jaden safe in a world of controlled variables. Now his most precious possession had walked out into the chaos, and Rio was left staring at the wreckage of assumptions he'd never thought to question.

Outside, the rain continued to fall, washing the city clean. But inside Rio's chest, something darker was taking root—a cold fury mixed with something he refused to name. Something that felt dangerously close to fear.

Jaden thought he could disappear, thought he could just walk away from three years like they meant nothing. But Rio Dexter had never lost anything he truly wanted to keep.

He wasn't about to start now.

Rio stood at the window for a long time after the call ended, watching the city blur through rain-streaked glass. The reports on his desk—the ones that had seemed so urgent an hour ago—now felt like meaningless paper. The Kozlov situation could wait. Everything could wait.

He grabbed his coat and headed for the door, but stopped with his hand on the handle. Going to the villa now would accomplish nothing except confirming what he already knew: Jaden was gone, and Rio had no idea where to start looking.

The smart play was to let Marcus handle it. His network of informants, surveillance contacts, and street-level operators would canvas the city systematically. Rio's time was better spent here, maintaining the empire that kept them all alive.

But the thought of sitting behind his desk, pretending to care about profit margins while Jaden was out there somewhere, made his chest tighten with something he couldn't name.

His phone buzzed. Marcus again.

"What do you have?"

"Security footage from the neighbor's camera caught him leaving around 9 PM, on foot, carrying a small bag. But here's the thing, boss—he didn't look scared. Didn't look rushed. Kid walked out of there like he was going to the corner store."

Rio closed his eyes. Of course Jaden hadn't looked scared. He'd been planning this for weeks, maybe months. While Rio had been buried in work, Jaden had been preparing for war.

"Any idea which direction he went?"

"Lost him two blocks down. But I got Rodriguez checking with contacts at the bus station, train depot, airport. If he tries to leave the city, we'll know."

"He won't leave." Rio was certain of that much. Jaden had no family outside the city, no connections Rio didn't know about. "He's still here somewhere."

"What makes you so sure?"

Rio thought about the note, about the calculated way Jaden had disabled the security system, about the three years of careful observation disguised as devotion. "Because he's not running from me. He's challenging me."

The realization hit him like a physical blow. This wasn't Jaden having a breakdown or acting on impulse. This was a deliberate move in a game Rio hadn't even realized they were playing.

"Boss?"

"Keep looking. Check his usual spots—the bookstore on Fifth, that coffee shop he likes, the park where he used to run before I put security on him. And Marcus? Be discreet. I don't want him spooked."

"Copy that."

Rio ended the call and sank into his chair. The office felt different now—smaller, somehow. The empire he'd built suddenly seemed like an elaborate prison, and he was beginning to understand what Jaden had been trying to tell him.

But understanding didn't change anything. In Rio's world, you protected what was yours, and Jaden was—whether he wanted to admit it or not—still his.

The rain outside had turned to sleet, coating the windows in ice. Rio watched it accumulate, thinking about cages and the people who lived inside them. Sometimes, he reflected, it was hard to tell who was the prisoner and who was the guard.

His phone remained silent. Somewhere in the city, Jaden was breathing free air for the first time in three years. And Rio, surrounded by all the power and control he'd fought so hard to build, had never felt more helpless in his life.

He reached for his reports, then stopped. The numbers would wait. Everything would wait.

For the first time in years, Rio Dexter had a problem that couldn't be solved with violence, money, or authority. He had a problem that required him to be something he'd forgotten how to be.

Human.
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Chapter 2: Enter the Storm
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The bass thumped through the floor of Club Nexus like a mechanical heartbeat, each pulse vibrating through the soles of Jaden's borrowed shoes. He stood at the edge of the dance floor, nursing a whiskey sour that tasted like freedom and burned like regret.

Three hours. It had been three hours since he'd walked out of Rio's villa, and his phone—the one he'd left behind—had probably been ringing nonstop. The thought sent a thrill of vindication through him, chased quickly by a stab of something that might have been guilt.

"You look like someone stole your dog," said a voice beside him.

Jaden turned to find a man about his own age leaning against the bar, studying him with eyes that seemed to catalog every detail. The stranger was tall, lean, with black hair that fell in waves to his shoulders. One long dreadlock hung down the left side of his face, the bottom half dyed crimson red with small metal rings threaded through it. When he smiled, it was sharp enough to cut.

"Sorry, do I know you?" Jaden asked.

"Mhakie Xander. But everyone calls me Avoid." He extended a hand adorned with silver rings. "And you're having the kind of night that either ends in tears or a really good story."

Jaden shook the offered hand, surprised by the calluses. "What makes you think that?"

"Because you're drinking top-shelf whiskey like it's water, you keep checking your phone even though you don't have one, and you've been standing in the same spot for twenty minutes watching other people have fun." Mhakie's grin widened. "Plus, Tommy over there said you showed up looking like you'd just burned down your own house."

Jaden glanced toward the group of friends who'd brought him here, colleagues from the design firm where he'd worked before Rio had decided his boyfriend shouldn't need a job. Tommy caught his eye and waved, clearly having orchestrated this introduction.

"I'm Jaden," he said, then immediately wondered if he should have used a fake name. Three years of security protocols were hard to shake.

"Jaden," Mhakie repeated, as if testing the taste of it. "Nice. Very clean, very wholesome. Let me guess, you just walked out on someone who thought they owned you."

The accuracy of the observation was startling. 

"What are you, psychic?"

"Nah, just experienced. I've got a talent for reading people who are about to do something stupid." Mhakie signaled the bartender for two more drinks. "The question is: are you the good kind of stupid or the boring kind?"

"I don't know what that means."

"Good stupid is jumping off a cliff because you want to see if you can fly. Boring stupid is jumping off a cliff because someone told you to." Mhakie handed him a fresh drink—something dark and strong that smelled like rebellion. "Which one are you?"

Jaden took a sip and felt fire trace down his throat. "I'm starting to think I might be the good kind."

"Now we're talking." Mhakie raised his glass in a mock toast. "To flying off cliffs and finding out what happens next."

They drank, and Jaden felt something loosen in his chest. For the first time in months, he was talking to someone who wasn't paid to be there, someone who didn't report back to Rio about his every word and gesture. It was intoxicating in a way that had nothing to do with alcohol.

"So what's your story?" Jaden asked. "Why do they call you Avoid?"

Mhakie's laugh was bright and sharp. "Because I'm what happens when you mix daddy issues with trust fund and a complete inability to be anyone's idea of perfect. I'm the guy your mother warned you about, the one who shows up at family dinners and makes everyone uncomfortable just by existing."

"That doesn't sound so bad."

"Oh, it gets worse. I'm also clinically unable to live well enough alone, pathologically honest, and I collect red flags like some people collect stamps." Mhakie's eyes glittered with mischief. 

"Most people figure that out pretty quick and decide to, well, avoid me."

"Hence the nickname."

"Hence the nickname." Mhakie studied him with unsettling intensity. "But you haven't run away yet, so either you're braver than most, or you've got worse judgment than me."

Jaden found himself laughing—actually laughing—for the first time in weeks. "Maybe I'm just drunk enough not to care about red flags."

"Dangerous attitude. I like it." Mhakie's grin turned predatory. "Come on
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