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THE GILDED CAGE REEKED of stale beer turned vinegary under the heat of too many bodies and the cheap bleach the night crew sloshed across the floor every hour. The scent clung to Noah Reyes like a second skin, mixing with the sour tang of his own sweat and the metallic bite of fear that never quite left his throat after midnight. Neon tubes in peeling gold paint buzzed overhead, casting a jaundiced glow across the scarred bar top where his tray wobbled under the weight of six pint glasses and a basket of soggy fries. His sneakers stuck to the tile with every step, the rubber soles pulling free with a wet smack that matched the rhythm of the bass thumping from the ancient speakers. Two seventeen a.m. His shift had three hours left. His rent sat at two thousand four hundred dollars overdue, and his mother’s latest chemo invoice waited in the mailbox like a coiled snake ready to strike.

He wove between tables on autopilot, shoulders tight, jaw locked. The air tasted of cigarette smoke that had seeped into the walls years ago and the faint copper of spilled blood from last week’s bar fight. His dead-end job paid just enough to keep the lights on in the apartment he shared with his mother’s endless medical debt. Family breathing down his neck meant voicemail after voicemail from his aunt demanding updates, demanding money, demanding he stop being such a disappointment. Noah swallowed the bitterness and kept moving.

A meaty hand shot out from the corner booth and clamped onto his ass, fingers digging in hard enough to bruise.

“Easy there, sweetheart,” the regular slurred, breath hot and whiskey-sour against Noah’s hip. The same guy every night. Greasy hair plastered to his scalp, eyes glassy, wallet fat with cash he flashed like a weapon. He squeezed again, deliberate, possessive. “You got a sweet one tonight. Make it worth my while.”

Noah’s stomach twisted. Heat surged up his neck. He wanted to slam the tray down across the bastard’s skull, watch the blood mix with the spilled beer. Instead he forced a tight smile that felt like broken glass in his mouth. “Hands off, Carl. You know the rules.”

Carl laughed, low and wet, and slid a folded hundred into the waistband of Noah’s black work pants, fingers brushing skin on purpose. “Rules are for pussies. Manager loves my tips. Keep smiling, boy.”

From behind the register, Rick the manager watched with flat eyes and did nothing. The balding prick only cared that Carl tipped heavy and kept the register ringing. Noah’s dignity cost less than the nightly haul. He pried the hand away with a grip that left his own knuckles white and kept walking, tray balanced like a shield. One more round. One more hour. Then he could drag himself home to the mildew-stained walls and the stack of bills that grew faster than he could knock them down.

He did not notice the man in the VIP section until the third time he passed the raised platform. The VIP area sat like a glassed-in throne above the common rabble, leather booths and low lighting reserved for men who paid a premium to pretend they owned the place. One figure occupied the corner booth, motionless, ankle crossed over knee, dark suit absorbing the neon without a single glint. A tumbler of scotch sat untouched beside him. The man watched Noah with the steady focus of a predator cataloguing prey: every flinch, every forced smile, every time Noah’s shoulders bunched against another grope. Twenty full minutes. Noah felt the stare crawl across his skin like static electricity, raising the fine hairs on his arms. He told himself it was just another rich asshole killing time. He told himself a lot of things.

Then the man stood.

He crossed the sticky floor in six precise strides. The crowd parted without instruction, bodies shifting aside as if the air itself recognized authority. Noah turned from the bar with a fresh tray and nearly collided with a wall of tailored wool and controlled power. The stranger slid into the only empty booth at the edge of the chaos, folder tucked under one arm, and waited until Noah’s hands were empty.

Noah set the tray down hard. “Section’s full. Try upstairs.”

The man looked up. His eyes were steel under the neon, sharp enough to cut. “How much would it cost to buy your indignity?”

The words hit like a fist to the ribs. Noah’s pulse slammed against his throat. Heat flooded his face, raw and immediate. Indignity. The bastard had watched Carl’s hand on him for twenty minutes and chose that word. Noah’s arm moved before thought caught up. He snatched the empty tray and hurled it straight at the man’s head with every ounce of rage he had bottled since his father’s funeral.

The metal disc flew true. The stranger’s hand snapped up. It stopped the tray dead with a flat, ringing smack against his palm. The man set the tray on the table between them as gently as if it were fine china.

“Sit,” he said.

Noah stayed rooted. “Fuck you.”

A ghost of amusement tugged at the corner of the stranger’s mouth. It never touched his eyes. “Sit, or I make the offer loud enough for your manager to hear exactly how much you are worth to me. Your choice.”

Noah dropped into the booth. The vinyl clung to the backs of his thighs, warm and tacky. Up close the man smelled of fine wool warmed by skin and something sharper, like the ozone that lingers after lightning splits the sky. His gaze pinned Noah in place. Ninety seconds exactly. Noah counted them in silence, heart hammering, while the man studied him like a ledger that refused to balance. The VIP neon painted shadows across high cheekbones and a jaw that could have been carved from granite.

The man spoke first, voice low and precise. “Your rent is two thousand four hundred dollars overdue. Your mother’s last round of chemo is due in eleven days. You have turned down three other side gigs this month because they required you to smile more than you can stomach. I have been auditioning candidates for weeks. You are the only one who has not bored me yet.”

Noah’s stomach lurched. He tasted bile at the back of his tongue. “You’ve been stalking me.”

“Research,” the man corrected. He opened the folder with two fingers. Crisp pages of a document gleamed under the neon, alongside a black credit-card envelope already fat with cash. “Six months. Public events only. You will appear as my boyfriend. Arm candy with a sharp tongue I will pretend to find charming. Base salary three hundred fifty thousand dollars, paid in full upfront. Fifty thousand dollar bonus for every successful public performance that makes the press. Full severance if I terminate without cause. You may quit with seventy-two hours notice, but you keep only twenty-five percent.”

The numbers hung in the air between them, heavy as smoke. Noah’s mind raced. Three hundred fifty thousand. Enough to clear every debt. Enough to buy his mother six months of peace. Enough to let him sleep without calculating how many shifts it would take to keep the lights on. His hands itched toward the envelope. He clenched them into fists instead.

The stranger leaned forward a fraction. Their knees brushed under the table. Heat bled through fabric, deliberate and warm. “Physical intimacy permitted only when required for optics. Zero emotions. Zero feelings. The contract is iron. Break it and I ruin what little you have left.”

Noah’s throat worked. The words tasted like ash. “You’re a cold bastard.”

The stranger’s smirk deepened, slow and satisfied, the expression of a man who had already closed the deal in his head. “Yes. I am.”

He slid a heavy silver pen across the table. Engraved initials caught the light. Noah’s fingers closed around it. The metal carried the stranger’s body heat, too warm, too intimate. His hand trembled once as he scratched his name across the signature line. The ink sank into the paper like a brand sinking into skin. Noah Reyes. Trapped in black and white.

The stranger watched the final stroke with the same clinical intensity he had watched Carl’s hand on Noah’s ass twenty minutes earlier. Then he leaned in close enough that his breath brushed Noah’s ear, voice a velvet blade.

“Welcome to the price of your own soul.”

Noah jerked back. The folder vanished into the stranger’s suit jacket. The payment envelope stayed on the table, thick and waiting, like a dare wrapped in currency. Outside the smeared windows, the neon of The Gilded Cage flickered once and held steady, gold paint peeling from the iron bars that framed every exit. The name had always been ironic. A cage dipped in cheap shine, promising escape while the door swung shut behind you.

Noah stared at the cash until his vision narrowed. His mother’s face flashed behind his eyes: thin, exhausted, still trying to smile through the pain. The bills. The voicemails. The way Carl’s hand had felt like ownership and Rick’s silence had felt like complicity. This stranger offered a different kind of cage, six months long and lined with money. But money bought breathing room. Money bought time.

He snatched the envelope. The weight of it settled heavy in his palm, real and final. The stranger rose without another word, suit settling perfectly across broad shoulders. He left the same way he had arrived: six measured strides, crowd parting, leaving only the faint trace of ozone and wool in his wake.

Noah sat alone in the booth. The vinyl still held the heat of his thighs. His pulse refused to settle. He counted the bills inside the envelope with shaking fingers, enough to change everything and nothing at all. The Gilded Cage hummed around him, bass thumping, glasses clinking, Carl already eyeing the next server. Noah stuffed the money deep into his pocket and stood.

The cage door had clicked shut. He had not even heard the lock turn. But for the first time in months, the weight on his chest felt different. Six months. Public events only. A fake boyfriend for a
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