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Prologue

The air in the confessional box felt heavy, thick with unspoken anxieties. Jason shifted on the worn kneeler, the rough wood digging into his skin, a minor discomfort against the churning in his gut. A deep, ragged breath escaped him, the sound almost lost in the dim silence. "Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned. My body and soul are tainted." He swallowed hard, the word catching in his throat. "I... I am gay."

A beat of silence stretched, then the priest's voice, surprisingly calm, offered, "I understand."

Jason's knuckles whitened as he gripped the grate. "Understand? But this... this is terrifying. My mind fixates on other men. If someone catches my eye, every thought circles back to them. What would it be like? How would it feel? The thoughts are... perverse. They won't stop."

"Lust is a sin," the priest's placid tone drifted from the other side of the screen. Jason felt a wave of shame wash over him, his shoulders hunching as if under a physical weight.

"But I can't control it!" His voice cracked, a desperate plea. "How can I live like this? Who will ever accept me? Who will love me? Why can't I feel anything for a woman?"

"You are capable of control. The very fact that you know it's not right is the beginning of control. And that's good... Heavenly Father will help you... Trust in Him... there will be someone who will love you. There always is. For the Most High never makes mistakes. Believe in Him, even if He has given you a difficult path..."

"Should I try to be normal?"

"No, my son. Try to love..."
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"You're not serious." His mother's voice was a tight wire, stretched to snapping.

"I am." Jason met her gaze, his own jaw set.

"No. No! You have your whole life ahead of you! You won't throw it all away before it even begins!"

Jason stood taller, the light fuzz of his nascent beard barely visible on his pale skin, a stark contrast to the defiance in his sapphire eyes. "Mom. This is how it is. I'm gay."

Her face flushed a furious red. "Absolutely not! Don't you dare come to me with such nonsense at twenty years old! If your stepfather finds out, he'll disown you so fast your head will spin!"

Jason dropped his gaze to the polished floorboards. "I won't wait for that." He pushed back his chair, the legs scraping against the tile, and rose. His mother mirrored his movement, jumping to her feet, her hands planted on the table.

"And what exactly do you intend to do?!" Her voice escalated, a sharp demand.

"I'm leaving," he replied, already turning towards the grand oak door.

"What did you say?! Where? With what money?" Her questions chased him across the room.

He didn't turn back. "Does it matter?"

"Jason Newman! Stop right now!" Her shriek echoed off the high ceilings. Jason's hand closed around the cool, ornate brass of the doorknob. "Jason, if you step out that door, don't you dare ever come back!"

Her voice, a sharp blade, pierced the silence of the grand hall, even as the door swung shut behind him. "Are you willing to throw everything away for this nonsense? Never come back, do you hear me? You're dead to me! Do you hear? Come back right now!"

The sun beat down, almost blinding in its brilliance. The villa's manicured garden stretched before him, sprinklers arcing over emerald lawns, each spray catching the light to form shimmering rainbows. His expensive shoes clicked on the polished white marble path leading to the wrought-iron gates. This vibrant, perfect day mocked the storm raging inside him.

He'd rehearsed this moment countless times in his head, mentally bracing for the inevitable explosion from his mother. The Newman name, steeped in money and prestige, meant perfection. A Newman couldn't be gay. He knew her world would shatter around him, and it had.

He hadn't chosen this. It wasn't a preference from a buffet of options life offered. No one had forced it on him. It simply was. For four years, he'd fought it, desperately trying to reorient his desires, to fit into the mold of what was expected. But men still drew his gaze, still held his attention. He still searched for that mirroring look, that quiet affirmation: "Me too." He craved it, not for the status or the wealth his name afforded, but for genuine connection. For someone to say "me too" because they loved him, Jason, not the heir. Someone who, for some unfathomable reason, became his anchor, his safe harbor. Someone with whom he could finally breathe, finally be free.

If such a person even existed.

Jason slid into the cool leather seat of his Porsche, the engine a low purr. He exhaled slowly, a long, drawn-out sigh that seemed to carry the weight of his entire life.

Then, he drove.
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Fifteen Years Later...
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A pale hand, slow and deliberate, stretched towards a bare foot. Fingers brushed the instep, then curled around the arch, pulling. A vertebrae popped, a sharp crack that echoed in the quiet room. A soft sigh of relief escaped Kai's swollen lips. His head, topped with a messy ponytail, dipped forward as his long arms extended further, his hand finally gripping an ankle. He stretched again, deeper this time. From beneath arched black brows, long-lashed, light-green eyes lifted. His face, narrow and smooth, almost delicate, seemed to fit the graceful, lithe frame.

A deeper sigh this time, a release. He let go, collapsing onto the cool, hard floor, arms spread wide. His body, more sinewy than bony, stretched out in a long line. He breathed slowly, his gaze fixed on the cracked ceiling where a lone, bare bulb dangled from a wire, casting a weak, flickering glow.

Damned career... One life, I gave it to you, just for my dream to wither now.

Kai's eyes drifted shut. The alarm beside his bed blared at 6:00 AM. He jolted upright, clutching his temples. A dull ache throbbed behind his eyes. He definitely needed to eat.

He pushed himself up and shuffled into the dark kitchen. The low hum of the refrigerator ceased as he pulled open its door. A weak light flickered on inside, and Kai leaned in, peering at the shelves.

Thank God. When's payday again?

Empty. He grabbed a small bottle of water from the door, slammed the fridge shut, and twisted the cap open. He drank deeply, the cool liquid a small comfort. Running a hand through his hair, he sighed, then turned back towards his room.

Dressed in a baggy t-shirt and sweatpants, Kai started his long walk. The air was still cool, the sun barely hinting at dawn, but he didn't mind. By noon, the oppressive summer heat would be unavoidable. He stopped before a vibrant, multi-colored building: a five-star restaurant. No grand entrance for him, though. He ducked into the narrow alley beside it. The back door burst open just as he approached, revealing a short, brown-haired girl, a cigarette clutched between her fingers.

"Dude, is it tantrum day already?" she grumbled, taking a drag.

"Good morning," Kai offered. She looked up at him, exhaling a plume of smoke.

"Mhm. You too."

"Looks like your day's off to a great start," Kai muttered, stepping into the chaotic kitchen. She watched him, blowing another stream of smoke into the morning air.

"Alex quit," she announced, her voice flat. "So it's just us two."

Kai froze, apron half-tied, and stared at her. "That's a bad joke, Helen."

"No joke. The boss just said."

A cold dread settled in Kai's stomach. This wasn't good. This meant only two of them in dishwashing today. Today of all days. Today, when there was a wedding reception.

"Twenty-four hours. Do you know how much that is?" Helen asked, agitated. She held the cigarette in her mouth, quickly re-tying her long hair into a bun. "It means we're going to die."

He'd been working as a dishwasher here for half a year. The pay barely covered his rent, but it was all he had. Not all dreams come true, do they?
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His gloved hands were slick with sweat. He'd lost count of how many plates he'd scrubbed. Helen kept bringing more, trays piled high, then more, and more, and more. Even she couldn't keep up. This was Alex's job, but Alex was gone.

"Break..." Helen sighed, wiping her damp forehead as she sagged against the doorframe, pulling out a cigarette.

From the main kitchen, the chef's roar cut through the clatter: "Fifty plates! Now!"

"Oh, come on!" Helen groaned, pushing herself up. Kai ripped off his gloves.

"Leave it, I got it!"

"Don't be ridiculous, you haven't stopped since morning!"

"Neither have you," he shot back, stacking clean plates onto a rolling cart.

He pushed the cart slowly into the main kitchen, a whirlwind of motion. The chef continuously bellowed orders, and the other cooks rushed, a controlled chaos of flying arms and frantic footsteps. It was a full-blown inferno.

Kai paused near the doorway, peering into the grand hall. At least five hundred guests filled the room. All he knew was that some ultra-rich, "green-souled philanthropist" was footing the bill—that's what his boss had called him when announcing the lavish wedding, reminding everyone of their place. Charming boss.

He glanced at the enormous clock on the hall wall. Only five o'clock. Helen was right. They were going to die here. Waiters, trays laden, were already surging past him.

A tall man in a dark suit stopped one of the passing servers, asking something. The server pointed towards Kai. The man turned, his stride long and confident, and began walking towards him. He ran a hand through his otherwise perfectly coiffed red hair, a gesture that seemed both weary and thoughtful.

"Hello!" he said, stopping in front of Kai.

"Hm?" Kai mumbled, his mind still half-lost in the chaos, but the man was already looking past him, towards the kitchen. Kai found himself staring at the man's thick, red beard.

"Where can I sneak a smoke without being seen?" the man asked, his voice deep. Kai didn't answer with words, just lifted a hand and gestured towards the dishwashing area's back door. "Thanks," the man replied, already moving.

Helen sprang up nervously from the floor when she spotted the suited stranger. Kai, meanwhile, brought another stack of dirty dishes.

"Hope I'm not disturbing anything," the man said, already lighting up.

Helen shot Kai a questioning look.

"Beats me," Kai muttered softly, turning to the glasses. He pulled on his gloves, turned on the tap, and reached for a sponge. He tried to ignore the man in the doorway. He had work to do.

Definitely not from the middle class. That cologne alone must cost a fortune.

Time ticked on. He heard the lighter flick again. From the corner of his eye, he saw the man. He was just gazing out at the road, exhaling smoke in slow streams. He stood casually, left hand tucked into his pocket, an air of contemplation about him. His expensive, tailored suit, likely made of high-quality fabric if he could wear it in this heat, was impeccable. A blinding white shirt. He clearly cared about his appearance. Not particularly athletic, more of an average build...

Kai turned back to the glasses.

Rich boy, he thought, a faint smile playing on his lips.

Helen returned with another stack of plates, then moved to the large dishwasher, pulling out gleaming clean spoons and forks. The knives were already separated.

Silence settled. Kai glanced at the doorway again. The man met his gaze, took a long drag from his cigarette, then slowly, meticulously, blew the smoke out in perfect little 'o's.

What? What are you staring at? Kai wondered. Hmm?

If only I knew why you look so familiar!

The man's piercing stare swept over the dishwasher, scrutinizing him. From where?

Kai turned back to his task. Foam already reached his elbows when he finally shut off the water. He felt sweat trickling down his back, dampening his temples.

I'm boiling. He reached for the small fan, flicking it on. The cool breeze offered a brief reprieve for his face just as a bell chimed. Helen rolled her eyes.

"Oh, man!" she grumbled, stomping into the kitchen.

Kai wiped his forehead. He risked another glance at the doorway. The man was still there, hands in his pockets, watching him.

What the hell is he staring at so much?

"Is there a problem?" Kai asked, a hint of irritation in his voice.

As the spark of raw emotion flickered across Kai's beautiful, undeniably tired face, a slow smile spread across the man's lips.

I don't believe this! He just shook his head slightly.

"So?" Kai prompted, annoyance creeping into his voice.

"Dimitri," the man said softly, almost playfully. Kai's eyes widened at the Russian name. "I knew I knew you from somewhere!" He started to move closer, but Kai nervously spun back to the glasses.

"I doubt it! You're confusing me with someone else," he muttered firmly under his breath as the man stopped beside him.

The hell I am. I could never forget that face! He leaned in close, but the face before him didn't quite match the one in his memory. The man he remembered had been perfect. A soldier torn between two worlds, fighting on stage, chasing women and liquor. A perfectly sculpted body, moving with artistic grace, a face that revealed a hundred emotions. Someone who made every unspoken feeling tangible, so vividly that even the memory gave him goosebumps... This wasn't that dishwasher.

Am I wrong after all?

"A shame..." the man said, a note of disappointment in his voice. "A real shame..." He turned and headed back into the main hall.

Helen waited for the man to pass, then paused. Kai leaned against the edge of the sink, closing his eyes.

Damn it all!

"Break?" Helen asked. But Kai took a deep breath, already beginning to stack glasses.

"Not yet for me."
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Two Hours Later...
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Kai leaned against the doorframe, taking another long swallow of water. The stifling heat had finally eased. Helen, after packing up her station, collapsed onto the cool kitchen tiles, sprawling in the middle of the floor.

"I can't take this anymore!" she groaned, staring at the ceiling. "We need at least four people in here."

Kai looked at her, knowing she was absolutely right.
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