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Dominic Vale broke every rule for Theo Marlowe.

Now he has to learn how to live with that choice—in public, in private, and in a world where
people like him were never meant to fall in love.

Weeks after the events of The Billionaire’s Game, Dominic and Theo are together... but it isn’t
simple. Dominic is used to power. Theo demands honesty. And the auction world isn’t done with
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Chapter 1: Golden Weeks

The door clicked shut with the sound of decision, and silence pooled thick across the penthouse
floor—then vanished, like breath caught and released. In the dim hush that followed, the scent
of dark roast hung in the air, faintly scorched and oddly sweet. Dominic Vale opened his eyes to
morning not as a thing newly born, but as a condition already in motion—light filtering through
half-drawn drapes, the echo of cupboard doors, a tune hummed low and off-key.

He stayed still at first. Listening.

The sound came again. A quiet melody, tuneless and unaware, floating from the direction of the
kitchen. Not radio. Not the hum of an appliance. A voice, faint and warm with distraction,
caught mid-thought.

Theo.

Dominic rose, moving through the rooms barefoot. He had never been one for mornings—at
least, not mornings that weren’t brokered through three assistants and a conference call—but
something in him had begun to crave this hour now, or perhaps only the possibility of finding
Theo in it. He crossed the pale hardwood floor, sleeves unbuttoned, hair rumpled from sleep,
and paused just outside the kitchen arch.

There he was.

Barefoot. Shirtless except for one of Dominic’s own dress shirts—half-buttoned, intentionally
stolen, the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. The thing was comically oversized, and Theo wore it
with casual authority, like a claim staked in secret. He stood in front of the espresso machine
with a furrowed brow and the vaguely accusatory posture of someone who had pressed the
wrong button and refused to be corrected by it.

“It's not a piano,” Dominic said dryly from the doorway.
Theo looked up, grinned, and said, “Isn’t it?”

Dominic did not smile, not quite, but something softened across his features—a warmth that
didn’t show in the mouth but instead settled around the eyes. “You've had three weeks with that
machine.”

“And yet it remains a mystery. Like Stonehenge, or your middle name.”

Dominic stepped into the room, taking in the small tableau: two mismatched mugs, a jar of
honey left uncapped, an abandoned teaspoon with an artful smear of coffee grounds on the



counter. His kitchen, once curated to the point of sterility, now looked lived-in—disrupted,
reinhabited, altered in its fundamental character.

It was oddly invigorating.

Theo leaned against the counter, triumphant despite no coffee having been successfully brewed
yet. “I was going to bring you a cup. In bed. Like the people in those glossy French films you
pretend not to watch.”

“Except you can’t make coffee.”

“Exactly. That’s what makes it romantic. The effort. The noble failure.”
Dominic gave him a long, narrow look. “You hummed,” he said at last.
Theo blinked. “What?”

“Just now. You were humming something.”

“I—yeah. I do that. I didn’t know I'd made the Vale Symphony Hall.”

Dominic didn’t answer. He was still watching him, but differently now—cataloguing, almost. He
did that sometimes. Not with malice, not like surveillance, but with an unsettling intensity that
made Theo feel half-pinned, half-revered. Like Dominic was always memorising something, just
in case it slipped away.

“I like it,” Dominic said quietly.

Theo, who had expected sarcasm or critique, paused mid-tinker from the coffee machine.
“Like... the humming?”

Dominic nodded. Then, after a beat, added, “It tells me you're at ease.”
Theo put the mug down slowly. He wasn’t smiling now. “You say that like it’s rare.”

Dominic didn’t answer. Outside, the sky was beginning to lose its pink, edging into silver. Inside,
the kitchen was still—the air between them fragile and not entirely safe. Theo stepped around
the island, hip brushing against the cabinet, eyes locked on him.

“You'’re always watching,” he said. Not accusing, but curious.

Dominic’s answer was low. “I don’t know how not to.”
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The month had passed in strange, golden increments.

In the second week after things had settled between them, Theo had dragged him to a gallery
opening—something experimental and deliberately incomprehensible, full of bent metal and
fractured glass. Dominic had loathed every piece and had not cared in the slightest, because



Theo had walked through the rooms with wide eyes and unapologetic fascination, offering
theories that made no architectural sense and metaphors that ran away from themselves.

At one point, he’d turned to Dominic in front of a melted sculpture and said, “It looks like your
self-control,” and Dominic had nearly laughed out loud—something that hadn’t happened in
months, possibly years.

In the third week, Dominic had stayed overnight at Theo’s flat—a narrow, uneven place with
exposed piping and too few electrical sockets. The mattress was low to the ground, the ceiling
too close, and the pillow was aggressively lumpy. And yet, he had slept. More than that: he had
stayed past sunrise, eyes adjusting to the way the light came in through Theo’s ragged linen
curtains. He had woken up disoriented, not from discomfort, but from the strange ease of it.
From the sense, terrifying and rare, that nothing was required of him except presence.

There had been a weekend away too—a coastal inn with no reception and an aggressively
cheerful hostess who insisted on bringing them local honey and hand-scrawled maps. Theo had
run down the shoreline barefoot, yelling about driftwood and finding a flat rock shaped like a
heart. Dominic had trailed behind, sleeves rolled, shoes in hand, resisting the impulse to catch
up. He had almost reached for Theo’s hand once—almost—but there’d been a couple walking
their dog not twenty yards off. And so he hadn’t.

Theo had noticed. He said nothing.

But that night, in bed, Theo had turned away when Dominic tried to draw him close, and
nothing had been said about that either.
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Now, in the kitchen, Dominic stood within arm’s reach and didn’t touch him.

Theo poured two mugs, finally triumphant, and handed one over without ceremony. “To noble
failures,” he said.

Dominic took the mug. “To future catastrophes.”
“Optimistic.” Theo smiled around his coffee. “I like that.”

There were things Dominic wanted to say—things he had almost said in the dark of Theo’s flat,
or on the shore with salt in the air, or now, with sunlight just beginning to warm the kitchen
floor.

But instead he asked, “Do you have plans today?”

Theo shrugged. “Studio at noon. Alice left me a voicemail yesterday. Something about a dinner
supporting starving artists I might be interested in.”

Dominic nodded slowly. “Come back tonight.”

A pause.



Theo looked at him. “Is that an order?”
“No.”
A longer pause. Then: “Then yes.”

The air between them eased, but it did not clear. The past few weeks had been perfect—almost
too perfect—but both of them could feel the honeymoon phase fading, slipping away as the
realities of life settled around the corners. And Dominic, standing there with one hand around a
mug and the other tucked thoughtlessly into his pocket, could not help but think that golden
weeks had a way of ending.

Even if the light still looked like morning.

KRFXHR

Dominic’s phone was face-down on the kitchen counter, ignored, as if by turning it away from
the world he could hold the morning intact—coffee cooling in Theo’s forgotten cup, the quiet
clutter of two lives haltingly braided together. Sunlight had thickened across the marble, and
somewhere in the flat, Theo had begun humming again, faint, meandering, the kind of sound a
man made when he didn’t know he was being observed. It struck Dominic in the chest. A brief,
unannounced pang.

He was still standing there, barefoot in the robe he never wore for anyone else, when Theo
reappeared—shirtless again, but this time with damp curls and a towel slung low on his hips,
mouth preoccupied with an apple he’d taken from the fridge. He looked like a painting from a
decade long past.

“You'’re doing that thing again,” Theo said, voice muffled. “The staring thing. It’s weirdly
flattering.”

Dominic didn’t answer, not properly. He crossed the room instead and reached for the apple.
Theo handed it over without argument, as if surrendering the fruit had always been part of some
unspoken agreement between them. For a moment, nothing was said. Then:

“Dinner with Lena’s still on for Friday,” Theo said, the words lightly delivered but deliberately
placed. “She booked us a table at that wine bar in Islington you said you liked.”

Dominic bit into the apple and nodded vaguely. “I'll try,” he said.
“You said that last time.”
“I’ve been buried under contracts.”

“You were buried under contracts when you cancelled last week too,” Theo replied, still with that
same deceptive cheer. “And the week before. I'm starting to think you just don’t want to meet
Lena.”



Dominic turned toward the sink, placing the apple beside the untouched coffee mug, his face
deliberately neutral. “I didn’t say that.”

“No, I know,” Theo said. “You didn’t say anything.”

The silence that followed was not quite a rupture. Not yet. But something had been dislodged.
The easy rhythm of the morning, broken now by the intrusion of something neither one of them
wanted to name. The hairs on the back of Domonic’s neck prickled in discomfort.

Theo moved first. Not away, but to lean against the counter beside him, towel catching slightly
against the drawer handles as he settled.

“It’s not a trap, Dom,” he said, soft now. “It’s dinner, with a friend. One I've known since uni,
who happens to be nosy and likes to vet anyone I sleep with longer than three weeks.”

Dominic exhaled, sharp through his nose. Despite having gotten used to Theo’s presence in his
life, he was still warming up to being called ‘Dom,’ not ‘Dominic’ or ‘Mr. Vale.” It was both
endearing and terrifying, though he would never admit that to anyone, even himself.

“Then by all means, go. I'm not stopping you.”
“That’s not the point and you know it.”

Theo wasn’t angry, least not properly. But there was a new kind of tightness behind his words,
the faintest pull in the air between them. Dominic felt it in his spine. He looked at Theo, at the
freckles just visible under the collarbone, the damp lashes that stuck together at the corners. He
reached out—without thinking, without agenda—and let his hand rest against Theo’s bare back,
fingers splayed as if to anchor him in place.

Theo didn’t move away. But he didn’t lean into it either.

“I don’t need a parade,” he said, quiet. “I don’t need to be on your arm at every event. I just... I
need to know this isn’t something you regret behind closed doors.”

Dominic’s jaw tightened. “I don’t regret you.”
“Then prove it.”

The challenge landed between them like a dropped match. Dominic withdrew his hand and
turned slightly, busying himself with rinsing the coffee mug that neither of them had touched.
His voice, when it came, was low.

“Not everything needs to be public to be real.”
“No,” Theo said. “But if it’s never public, it starts to feel like it isn’t real at all.”

There was no answer to that, or at least none Dominic could voice without losing ground he
didn’t yet understand. He could speak fluently in corporate codes, in cold negotiation and
carefully phrased dismissal. But this—this terrain of need and perception, of what someone
wanted from him not in body but in truth—still made him feel like a man fumbling in the dark,
looking for walls that kept moving. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt like that. Like
jumping into the unknown.



Theo let the silence stretch before pushing off the counter and crossing the room. He collected
his clothes from the back of the chair where he’d tossed them earlier, began dressing with the
casual speed of someone used to leaving before a line was drawn in the carpet.

“Lena also asked if we’d come to that exhibit thing she’s curating next week,” he said, buttoning
the shirt he’d worn the day before. “It’s public. Photos, probably. But low-key. I told her I'd ask.”

Dominic didn’t turn. “You know how I feel about that kind of attention.”

“Do I?” Theo asked, voice still light, but with less breath in it. “Because I've seen how you move
through a room, Dom. You don’t avoid attention. You choreograph it.”

Dominic finally looked up. Their eyes caught in the glass pane of the oven door, a mirror by
accident. Theo’s face there was slightly distorted, unreadable.

“T'll think about it,” Dominic said.

Theo nodded. He finished dressing, collected his phone, and kissed Dominic on the cheek on his
way out—not performative, not cold, but not lingered over either.

“I'll text you,” he said, and the door shut behind him a moment later with the same dull finality
it always had.

Dominic stood in the kitchen a long time after, the silence settling like ash. His phone remained
face-down, resolutely silent. But when he turned it over, eventually, it lit up with unread
messages. Alice. Three missed calls. One voicemail, still unopened.

He didn’t press play.

Outside, the sun was beginning to dip, pale and impersonal behind the tinted glass. In the hush
of his penthouse—immaculate, silent, and too large for one man—Dominic Vale stood still, as if
unsure whether the morning had happened at all, or if it was just another thing he had imagined
he deserved to keep.



Chapter 2: The Visit

As Dominic stirred beneath the linen sheets of a bed not his own, the first thing he noticed was
absence.

Not silence—there was that, too, though it was of a warmer sort than his penthouse silence,
which rang like the inside of a safe—but the quiet here bore signs of life just missed: a filled mug
sitting quietly on the window ledge, a paint-stained rag tossed across the back of a chair, a
phone buzzing low from where it lay face-down on the kitchen table.

Sunlight had already found its way across the worn wooden floorboards and climbed half a
bookshelf of fiction paperbacks that leaned precariously against the wall, dog-eared and loved to
ruin. Dominic remained still for a long time, letting his eyes adjust not to the light but to the
difference.

Theo’s apartment had never pretended to be curated. There was clutter, yes—but it was the
clutter of a man who lived, not performed. A half-finished canvas loomed in one corner,
streaked in ochres and strange navy spirals. Ink pens and old sketchpads warred with coffee
receipts on the counter.

A small cactus drooped sadly near the sink. On the wall above the fireplace, an old exhibition
poster had been nailed askew, reading "Nothing Beautiful Asks for Permission."

It had come from Theo's final exhibit as a student, which Dominic had completely financed.
Theo had stubbornly refused to leave the poster at the gallery, with the argument that he
considered it his most special graduation gift from Dominic.

He sat up slowly, the smell of linseed oil clinging to the air. There were no blackout curtains
here. Outside, the city moved without apology. Somewhere on the street below, a motorbike
roared past, and in the hallway, a neighbor slammed a door. Dominic exhaled.

He found his shirt crumpled on the armrest of a corduroy chair and pulled it on as he stepped
into the next room.

Theo stood by the open window, already dressed, his back to the room. He wore a faded denim
jacket over a white tee, his boots unzipped but on. There was something in the line of his
shoulders that suggested contemplation. He had been waiting, or maybe not waiting exactly—
perhaps calculating how long it would take Dominic to wake and what sort of face he would wear
when he did.

“You snore, you know,” Theo said, without turning.

Dominic gave a quiet grunt, tugging a hand through his hair. “Do I?”



“Not obnoxiously,” Theo added. “Just enough to remind someone they’re not alone.”
There was a pause, and then Dominic asked, “What time is it?”
“Almost ten. You slept through both alarms.”

A twinge of embarrassment touched Dominic’s face. He was not a man accustomed to sleeping
in—his mornings were normally marked by the shrill cadence of investor alerts and Alice’s
endless string of reminders for meetings and deadlines.

Theo finally turned, balancing a chipped mug in his hand. “There’s coffee. It’s probably cold by
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now.
Dominic nodded his thanks but didn’t reach for it.

Theo stepped aside and leaned against the windowsill, gazing down at the street as if the answer
to something lay there in the morning foot traffic.

“I'm going to Lena’s gallery thing tonight,” he said, casual on the surface. “The one I told you
about last week. You should come.”

It was not the first time he’d extended such an invitation. Dominic recognized the shape of the
ask before it finished leaving Theo’s mouth. Still, it landed.

“I might have a meeting,” Dominic said, almost too quickly.
Theo didn’t even smile. “Of course. Business never sleeps.”

“It’s not just business,” Dominic tried, but the moment passed before he could dress the
sentence with anything better.

He had spent most of his adult life mastering how to occupy a room without ever truly entering
it. As a child, Dominic had once been sent home from school for refusing to perform a group
poem in front of visiting parents. He hadn’t stammered or wept. He had simply sat down and
folded his arms, as if the decision had been preordained. His mother, who had understood
power in ways her son would one day emulate with surgical precision, had not scolded him. She
had merely said, “Next time, find a way to vanish without being noticed.”

Theo, on the other hand, had once broken into a municipal museum after hours, simply because
he’d heard a curator mention a painting that had been hung backwards to protect it from glare.
He’d wanted to see it right, the way the artist had intended it to be appreciated. The alarm had
sounded before he even reached the stairs, but he hadn’t run. He’d waited for the guard and
asked, with unbearable sincerity, whether he could just be allowed a minute. The security guard
let him go with a warning and a story to tell.

Theo had once confided to Dominic that all he really needed to be happy was paint, a paintbrush
and a canvas. He'd paint on the floor using the span of his arms as a palette if it came to it.

Everything else besides art he had been doing before he met Dominic was simply to survive.
Dominic had struggled to understand how anyone could be content with so little going their
way. No wonder Theo had gotten on Harcourt's radar.



But he'd had the good sense to not voice that opinion. They had been forged in different
crucibles. That much was obvious.

“Look, I'm not asking you to give a speech,” Theo said, his voice thinner now. “It’s a room full of
over-dressed queers and bored critics eating cheese on sticks. You wouldn’t be the only person
in a blazer pretending to care about texture.”

Dominic stepped into the kitchen and took the mug. It had cooled, but he drank it anyway.

“I can’t always show up,” he said.

Theo looked at him for a long time. “You mean you won't.”

Dominic didn’t respond. The coffee mug clicked softly against the counter as he set it down.
Theo came closer then, but he did not reach out. “Is this ever going to change?” he asked plainly.

Dominic studied the floor for a beat too long. “You know what I do. You know how visible I am
in that world.”

“And how invisible I am in yours.”
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There are consequences,” Dominic said.
“There are always consequences. That’s life, not a justification.”

He didn’t raise his voice. That was what made it worse—he sounded reasonable. Weary, not
wounded. As though he had already started drawing the door of his exit, even while he stayed.

“Ijust...” Theo began, then let the words rot halfway. “I don’t want to be this person who’s
always waiting for you to stop treating me like an inconvenience.”

“You’re not,” Dominic said, and the lie was not in the content but in the delivery.

Theo nodded slowly. He stepped back, picked up his messenger bag, and slung it over his
shoulder.

“I've got errands,” he said. “And prep for the show.”
Dominic didn’t ask when he’d be back.
Theo paused at the door but didn’t glance back at him. “Lock it behind you, yeah?”

And with that, he left. The old lock groaned softly, then clicked shut with an empty sort of
finality.

Dominic stood in Theo’s apartment a long time after the latter left, alone among the mess and

color, among brush marks and bent spines and art that didn’t ask permission. He didn’t move.
He didn’t speak. His phone kept buzzing in his pocket, no doubt Alice—another reminder from
his other world.

When he finally checked his notifications, the most recent one caught his eye. It was an address
sent by Alice. Harcourt wants to have lunch with you.



He should’ve texted back, confirming or denying his attendance. He should’ve called for a car, or

maybe even just a simple cab. But ever since Theo had walked into his life, all notion of protocol
had been broken.

And so, Dominic decided to walk. In the clothes he wore the previous day, under the heat of the
sun, through the thick, rowdy crowd of people filling the busy streets.

The restaurant stood like a lacquered secret on the upper edge of Midtown, a place Maxwell
favored for its discretion and steep ceilings. Dominic was greeted without a name, taken upstairs
without delay. The hostess didn’t look twice—he had been expected.

Maxwell sat beneath a pressed brass chandelier, hands steepled, the image of concern wearing a
borrowed face. Alice sat beside him, silent, watching the door long before Dominic passed
through it.

“You look rested,” Maxwell said as Dominic took the seat across. “Disconcertingly so.”
Dominic didn’t smile. “You wanted a meeting. I assumed you had something to say.”

Maxwell poured still water into crystal, not drinking. “You’ve been out of frame. I'm not the only
one who’s noticed.”

“A week.”

“In this business, that’s an era. People get anxious. They start to theorize.”
Dominic reached for his glass. “Let them.”

“That’s precisely what they're doing.”

Alice said nothing. Her gaze moved between them, unfazed. She did a magnificent job blending
into the background, unimposing, but nevertheless Dominic felt the verdict in her stillness—she
thought he’d grown careless. It wasn’t anger. It was worse: disappointment, thin and restrained.

“I've been gone for longer.”

“Of course. But that was a different time. Now, it’s...” Maxwell leaned forward, tone softening.
“You were seen. Not at the summit. Not at the House. Some low-scale apartment complex in the
South Quarter. With someone familiar.”

Dominic didn’t flinch. “I'm allowed acquaintances.”
“Allowed being the operative word,” Maxwell replied.

The room was too quiet for anything to be mistaken. Across from him, Maxwell’s voice remained
almost gentle, but the words were a calculation. Dominic knew this pattern well —he had used it
himself, back when he still considered the work necessary. Back before the auction that changed
his life, before he began waking up in apartments that smelled like paint and citrus, where
conversations continued longer than they needed to.

“I've been handling business,” Dominic said.



“That’s the problem. Business isn’t supposed to need handling. It’s supposed to run through you.
People start asking questions when you're not in the center of things. When you're in the center
of other things, of lower stature.”

Dominic’s expression didn’t shift, but the words landed. The implication was clear: others were
circling. His place was no longer presumed. That kind of vacuum didn’t last.

Maxwell refilled his glass again without drinking. “What I'm saying, Dominic, is that distance in
our world is never neutral. It always suggests a realignment.”

“Are you accusing me of something?”

“I'm cautioning you,” Maxwell said, folding his hands. “Because I still think you're valuable.”
Dominic tilted his head, gaze steady. “And if I wasn’t?”

Maxwell didn’t blink. “Then this conversation would already be over.”

They held the silence between them a moment longer.

Alice finally stirred. She hadn’t spoken, but the way she looked at Dominic now had a finality to
it. She had known him since the early years, back when he was a young newcomer, when his
suits didn’t yet fit like skin. She had seen what the world had made of him, and had approved of
most of it. But not all. Not this.

“I do care, you know.” Maxwell’s fingers toyed with the rim of his glass. “I consider you a friend,
Dominic, even if that view isn’t reciprocated. But the auction lots, they’re supposed to... end.
Disappear. Both parties are supposed to move on with their lives after the contract has ended.
You know that better than anyone.”

Dominic’s mind flashed to earlier memories. Rothschild. A redheaded violinist with hopes and
dreams and aspirations. Blank pages and signal errors when Dominic tried following the trail.

“Instead of ending, yours has... progressed. Became more prominent. It attracts attention.
Outsiders will begin to ask. ‘Where did he come from? How did you meet?’ There is more to be
lost than just your little plaything.”

Dominic stayed quiet, but he knew Alice noticed the slight tick in his jaw.

“I'm only looking out for you, Dominic. They’ll come for him soon. You know that, don’t you?”
Dominic rose first. “I appreciate the concern,” he said coolly.

Maxwell only smiled. “Don’t make me have this talk again.”

Dominic didn’t answer. He left without shaking hands.

KX¥K¥



The elevator hummed. The corridor was immaculate. When the door unlocked, it did so without
ceremony. The penthouse was the same as he’d left it—sleek, silent, untouched. The kind of
silence that didn't feel like solitude so much as absence. He walked through the rooms like a
guest taking inventory.

No jacket on the back of a chair. No sketchbook on the table. No mismatched mug by the sink.
He paused at the basin.

One toothbrush remained.

Theo’s was gone.

Dominic stood for a moment longer than he meant to. Then reached for his phone. The contact
came up before he typed a letter. He tapped out a message.

“Didn’t see you here. Let me know if you're alright.”
He stared at the screen for a beat, thumb hovering. Sent.
The delivery check appeared. Then nothing.

He walked to the living room window. The skyline was indifferent—flashes of motion behind
glass, colors bleeding across buildings. From this height, the world looked beautiful and far
away. There was a kind of mercy in it. But no comfort.

Dominic once rewired the security system in his parents’ home so no one could enter without
alerting him first. He was eight. The son of a man who could be said to have done well for
himself but not by much, at least according to Dominic's standards.

In fact, not many things were much according to Dominic’s standards.

He didn’t trust maids, gardeners, or his father’s colleagues. He kept notebooks full of exit plans,
diagrams of the house, times of day when everyone else slept. Even then, he understood that
presence was unreliable. He wanted proof, and failing that, control.

Now, at thirty-seven, he stood in a penthouse built on the bones of that instinct, alone again.
Only this time, someone had left without triggering any alarm.

He stared at the glass long after the view ceased to make sense. The lights bled together, as if
refusing to resolve. Behind him, everything gleamed. In front of him, everything moved. Leaving
him behind.

And somewhere in between, he remained—still watching.



Chapter 3: Friction

The knock, when it came, wasn’t loud. Just firm enough to suggest familiarity. Dominic crossed
the room with no hurry, his pulse even. He knew the rhythm. Theo had a way of knocking that
seemed to be asking whether he should be there at all.

When the door opened, Theo didn’t speak. He merely stepped inside and held something out—a
square envelope, heavier than it looked, thick with texture. Cream paper, the edges hand-
deckled, not printed. Theo hadn’t just sent this. He’d brought it.

Dominic glanced at it before taking it.

“Charity gallery night,” Theo said. “Saturday. That’s the formal invite. You don’t have to frame
it.” Theo tried to joke.

There was a pause. It wasn’t long in time, but it was long enough for Theo. The kind of pause
that measured not just hesitation, but the reasons behind it. Dominic opened the envelope
slowly, as though there might be more inside than an invitation. His eyes scanned the embossed
details, but his face betrayed nothing.

Theo was watching him, and Dominic knew it.

“This isn’t one of those evenings where you stand around discussing brushwork with men
named Charles,” Theo added. “It’s for housing rights. And half the artists have never been
shown before. It’s...”

Important. He didn’t need to finish the sentence. Instead, he shrugged as if to say it mattered,
but not enough to explain twice.

Dominic closed the flap of the envelope gently, carefully. Too carefully.

Theo smiled, but the expression had no warmth, and it sent a pang through Dominic’s chest that
was more aggressive than he’d expected. “You don’t have to say anything. I just figured asking in
person would be clearer than waiting for silence.”

“I have a board dinner that night,” Dominic said.

The words arrived too smoothly, like they’d been waiting at the edge of his mouth for some time,
already polished and ready to serve.

Theo nodded, once. “Okay.”

Just that. No sarcasm, no sigh. Not even disappointment, at least not on the surface. But the
word landed like stone. Dominic felt the silence afterwards far more sharply than if Theo had



raised his voice. Confrontation would’ve been better, instead of this weird sort of resignation
that rattled Dominic more than he cared to admit.

He tried then, reflexively, to soften it. “We could do something after. Late. If you're up for it.”

Theo stepped back, toward the door, already gathering the air around him like a coat. “I'll
probably be tired,” he said.

Dominic watched him. “Then maybe Sunday.”
Theo smiled again, but it was smaller now. Almost polite. “Sure.”

When he left, the door didn’t slam. It closed with the same restraint that he had carried
throughout the whole conversation. Controlled, like a man familiar with fire trying not to touch
the edges.

Dominic stood a moment longer, invitation still in hand.
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As a teenager, Theo used to collect museum pamphlets—not for the art itself, but for the
typefaces. He’d study their kerning, circle his favorites, copy them by hand in the margins of old
notebooks. He once told Dominic that spacing mattered more than people realized. “Too close
and it feels desperate. Too wide and it’s hollow. But when it’s just right, you don’t notice the
space at all—you just read.”

Dominic remembered that now as he sat down with the envelope again, letting it rest on the
edge of his desk. It was beautiful in the way Theo always insisted beauty should be: precise,
intentional, never trying too hard. An odd wave of sadness dawned onto him when he realized
that Theo had made this. For him.

He didn’t open it again.

Instead, he looked at the spot on the table where Theo’s sketchbook had once lived, just behind
the coasters no one used. It had sat there for a month, almost more now, moving only when
Dominic wiped the surface or when Theo took it with him to his place. It was kind of like a
visiting plant in a way. Now the space was empty, and the absence was too clean.

He didn’t move it. Didn’t fill the gap.

The lights beyond the windows went on shining. The city never ran out of ambition. But the
room itself felt like the aftermath of something no one had agreed to name.

Dominic leaned back in the chair, invitation still unread beside him, and thought about how
easily silence could become a habit. How even the loudest cities had quiet corners if you stopped
answering the door.

Outside, cars passed. Laughter rose briefly from the street below before dissolving into the
mechanical hum of night.



Inside, Dominic Vale sat still, knowing full well what he had just let go of.
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For nearly an hour he stayed there, unmoving, while the invitation remained untouched beside
him. The lights of the city didn’t pause, didn’t dim, didn’t falter. But something in him had. He
sat there as if the absence of motion could undo the evening, as if stillness could call Theo back
and rewind the last conversation until the timing aligned and no one had to walk away
pretending they were fine.

At some point, without drama or conclusion, Dominic rose. He didn’t announce it to himself,
didn’t pace or rehearse. He simply changed clothes—dark jacket, pressed collar, nothing
ostentatious—and left the penthouse like a man walking toward a quiet obligation.

The car knew its destination before he admitted it aloud. He gave his driver the gallery’s address
and offered no further context. The evening streets murmured with activity, honks folding into
laughter, conversation drowned in rain gutter runoff and the low hiss of city life.

Dominic looked out, watching the buildings lean in and away. When they reached the venue, he
made no move to get out.

The gallery was modest in size but had presence—light spilled from the tall windows in clean,
gold-tinged lines. Inside, people were gathered not in the stiff clumps of boardroom favor-
trading, but in the relaxed formations of those who were genuinely engaged. He could see
clusters breaking apart and reforming around sculptures or canvases. There was movement and
color and ease.

And at the center of it, not quite trying to be the center, stood Theo.

He wore a pale blue shirt, no jacket, sleeves rolled—an unguarded look that didn’t need approval
to exist. Theo was laughing, not the forced social kind, but something real, the kind that moved
through his posture, that made others lean closer. Dominic couldn’t hear it through the car
window, but he could read it in the angle of Theo’s shoulders, the curve of his mouth, the tilt of
his head as someone beside him said something clever.

There was a girl next to him—Dbarely twenty, by the looks of her, holding a wine glass and talking
with her hands—and Theo listened as if she mattered. He wasn’t performing, wasn’t hosting in
the calculated way Dominic had learned to read at fundraisers. He was being what he always was
when Dominic wasn’t watching: comfortable.

Dominic sat in the car, fingers resting on the door handle, and did not move.

There was a moment—perhaps three seconds—where it might have happened. He could have
stepped out of the car, walked in, said something neutral, apologized in the way men with titles
learn to apologize: without admitting fault. But that moment passed the way smoke floated
through open air—unnoticed until it was already gone.



He told the driver to take him home.
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Back inside the penthouse, the silence was expectant. Dominic removed his jacket but didn’t
loosen his collar. He poured a drink—something neat, expensive, and medicinal —and stood
again by the window, the same place he had stood earlier, as though the evening might circle
back and grant him a second try.

His phone lay face down on the table. After a minute, he turned it over and typed out a message.
You were right. It mattered. I should have been there.

He stared at the text. Pressed send.

Then watched the screen.

Five minutes. Then ten. No read receipt. No reply.

He refreshed the thread once, then again. A third time, just to be sure.

By midnight, he checked it twelve times. At two in the morning, he stopped pretending to be
casual about it.

He knew this game. It was the kind of silence that wasn’t silent at all, the kind that pressed at the
lungs. A deliberate absence. And Theo knew what that kind of absence did to a man like
Dominic—someone used to control, to timing, to access. He knew Dominic was accustomed to
having everything in reach, so he decided he shouldn’t be one of those things.

The apartment, once designed to feel like escape, now felt more like an enclosure. It felt the
same way it did before Theo had stepped into Dominic’s reality. He moved through it without
seeing anything, without touching what mattered. The gallery card still sat on the desk where he
had left it, unopened, unbent, the proof of his indecision preserved like evidence in a courtroom
he could never appeal.

At half past three, he remembered Maxwell’s voice. Low, measured, edged with something
colder than concern. “They’ll come for him soon. You know that, don’t you?”

Dominic had pretended he didn’t understand what that meant. Had nodded, said something
dismissive. But it echoed now, louder than it had when spoken aloud.

He poured another drink, then another. He didn’t sleep.



Chapter 4: Exposure

The morning brought with it a quiet storm. Dominic woke to the subtle tremor of his phone
buzzing insistently on the bedside table. The screen glowed with the name that had become a
steady echo in his recent days: Theo.

But this time, it wasn’t a message. It was an onslaught of missed calls, relentless and unyielding,
as if Theo’s silence had suddenly become loud enough to demand attention.

He sighed, the breath heavy with the residue of restless hours and uncertain nights. Before he
could answer, Dominic’s gaze caught a headline pinned atop his news feed, accompanied by a
photo that seemed to twist the world he’d desperately been trying to keep steady these past few
weeks. The image was simple, almost banal, yet its implications stretched far beyond the frame.

There he was, caught in a casual moment at another event, leaning close to a woman whose
poised smile suggested boardroom strategy rather than anything personal. But of course, it
didn’t seem that way to others. His expression, intent and earnest, made it look like a shared
secret, a private exchange in the midst of public scrutiny.

“Vale’s New Mystery Woman?” the headline teased, as if scandal had been wrapped neatly in a
bow and handed out for the tabloids to devour. Gossip sites had begun to spin stories around
that single frame, each more speculative than the last, weaving threads of intrigue and
insinuation that cast tall shadows over Dominic’s carefully constructed reputation.

At that, he frowned. Why did he care so much about his reputation now, when he should’ve been
worrying about something—or rather, someone—that mattered more? Someone who mattered
the most?

He stared at the photo, feeling the press of it in his chest—not the image itself, but the story
others were crafting from it. It was a puzzle piece forced into a pattern that wasn’t his own.
Dominic’s fingers hovered over the screen, trembling just the slightest bit, before he dialed Theo
again, voice taut with a hope that was already thinning.

“Hey,” he said when Theo finally answered, though there was no warmth to his greeting. “I saw
the photos. It’s nothing—just a business event. You know that. They’re twisting it.”

There was a pause so long it felt like the line itself was holding its breath. Then Theo’s voice
came, low and unreadable.

“Doesn’t look like nothing.”

The coldness in Theo’s tone shut down the conversation before it could begin. Dominic’s
attempt to explain faltered, replaced by a silence that grew heavier with each passing second. He



wanted to reach across the distance, to bridge the space that had widened between them in
recent weeks, but the line remained thin, fragile, and Theo was already gone, his attention
pulled elsewhere.
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Across town, Theo’s phone lay on a cluttered table, muted, vibrating softly beneath the weight of
Dominic’s calls. He didn’t need the interruptions, not tonight.

The studio was his refuge—a sanctuary where he could unravel the knots of frustration that
twisted tight in his chest. His hands, stained with paint and tension, moved furiously across the
canvas. Thick strokes collided, colors bleeding into one another, the act of creation laced with a
fierce intensity that barely masked the storm inside.

Each brushstroke was a release, a way to channel the quiet rage that Theo kept buried beneath
layers of discipline and control. He didn’t want to hear Dominic’s voice again—at least, not yet—
not until the silence between them had been understood, until the doubts and suspicions had
been aired without the risk of falling back into old patterns.

Back in his penthouse, Dominic stared at his phone, the unanswered calls pressing down on
him. The image on the screen—the photo, the headline, the whispered questions of gossip—had
become more than just a distraction. It was a symptom of everything unraveling, of a world
where appearances could be manipulated and truths obscured.

He didn’t know if Harcourt was behind this—meddling in Dominic’s personal life to quell the
whispers in their circle, to return to the sense of normalcy everyone lived in before Dominic
made the bid. It must’ve been someone else, Dominic surmised. Harcourt was smart enough to
realize that something like this would only draw him further away, instead of bringing him back.

He rubbed his face, exhaustion settling deep into his bones. The day outside moved on,
indifferent to the fractures growing in the spaces he once thought secure. And somewhere,
beyond the noise of headlines and unanswered calls, the gulf between them only widened,
marked by the silent refusal to explain, to forgive, to reconnect.

Dominic’s fingers trembled slightly as he locked his phone and turned toward the window, the
city sprawling beneath him. Bright, insouciant, and unyielding.

The city glared back at him without sympathy—its lights indifferent, its tempo unbroken. He
stared again at his phone, as if the act might compel it to behave differently, to yield something
other than the taut silence it had offered since Theo hung up. He unlocked it. Refreshed the
thread. Nothing. Still nothing.

On a whim, he tapped open the location-sharing screen—a trivial feature they’d activated on the
second week with offhanded shrugs and faintly amused smiles, the sort of gesture one made
without calculation, as though trusting were incidental. But there it was: a pale blue dot settled
firmly in one familiar place.



Theo was at his old flat.

Dominic’s jaw tightened. There came that cold edge of helplessness, the kind that no amount of
negotiation, acquisition, or strategic foresight could blunt. The digital map mocked him with its
stillness. He could almost see Theo there: bare feet, paint-smudged shirt clinging at the
collarbone, messy hair in stray streaks of color from him brushing his overgrown curls out of the
way with paint-covered fingers.

Probably ignoring the calls on purpose. Probably thinking God knew what. The thought made
Dominic’s stomach turn.

He called down for the driver before he’d even made a decision. “Get the car,” he said —reflex,
not resolve.

He was pacing the kitchen by the time the man responded. Something about timing. Traffic. It
didn’t matter. Dominic was already moving, shoving his arms into a coat without checking the
sleeves. He left the phone on the countertop for a beat, then turned back and snatched it up. He
considered waiting, then changed his mind. Canceled the driver.

He would go alone.

The walk from his building to the cab rank felt longer than it was, a fact made worse by the
crowd of Friday night revelers who swarmed the pavements with the sort of careless joy that
scraped raw against Dominic’s mood. The car smelled faintly of old cologne and fried food. He
said the address once, trying not to sound too adamant, and then repeated it more quietly, as if
afraid the words would sound too much like desperation if he spoke them plainly.

Theo’s old apartment was above a small café tucked between two stone-fronted buildings that
had been beautiful once, though time and weather had eroded their pride. The entrance was
narrow, the stairwell lit by a light that hummed sadly as Dominic climbed.

The first time Dominic had gone to Theo’s apartment, the first few days after the auction-
initiated week, he almost gagged. Not at the building itself, no, but at the idea that someone like
Theo, who deserved everything and more, was forced to live in a place like this. Falling at the
seams and mold creeping in every crevice, with exposed pipes that leaked whenever someone
flushed the toilet.

Dominic had offered Theo one of his condo units right then and there, to which Theo refused
stubbornly. That was when they’d settled on the apartment Theo lived in now—better than this
decrepit place, still affordable though not as flashy as a penthouse. Something normal, Theo had
said.

Outside the door, Dominic stopped. The music inside was low, something instrumental. Cello
maybe, or Theo’s habitual moody piano playlists that blurred the line between yearning and
elegance. Dominic raised his hand to knock, then didn’t. He stood instead, as if proximity alone
might summon something different than this silence that kept winning between them.

He knocked, finally. Not hard. Then again.



“Theo,” he said, but it came out thinner than he’d meant. He cleared his throat. “I saw your
location. I'm not—I'm not stalking you, don’t make it that. You said I could check if—" He
stopped, hating the way he sounded unsure. Dominic Vale was never supposed to be unsure.

There was no answer.

He exhaled slowly, pressed his palm against the cool grain of the door. “You're really not going
to talk to me?”

Still nothing.

“You saw the photo, fine. But you know what those things are. You’ve lived in this world long
enough to know they don’t tell the truth. She’s—” His voice caught again, not from emotion but
the quiet panic that comes when logic begins to crack. “She’s forty-two and married, for Christ’s
sake. Her husband was three feet away. We were talking about budget overruns regarding a
certain committee.”

He laughed, but there was no humour in it.
Another silence. The music played on.

“I should’ve come to the gallery,” he said, lower now, more to the door than to Theo. “I was
there. In the car. I saw you through the window, and you looked... happy. I panicked. That’s
what I do, I panic and I make the wrong call. But I'm trying to fix it now. Just—open the door.
Please.”

For a moment, there was only the music and the late hour sighing down the stairwell. Then—
very faintly—the rhythm changed. Footsteps, muffled through floorboards. A pause.

Then a shadow—slim, still, unmistakable—settled under the narrow cut of light beneath the
doorframe.

Dominic stepped back, breath held, pulse leaping hard and graceless in his throat. The
silhouette did not move.

“Theo,” he said, softly this time.

But the door did not open.



Chapter 5: The Confrontation

The door eventually cracked open with the slow reluctance of something ancient, unused, and
unwilling. It did not swing wide in welcome, nor even in surrender—it creaked precisely two
inches and no more, held there by Theo’s arm braced tight against the frame. His lean form
barricaded the threshold as if he were a man guarding something not just personal but sacred.

His eyes, when they met Dominic’s, bore none of their usual luminous clarity. The whites were
dulled with fatigue, the underlids shadowed and bruised. His warm brown skin, once dulled by
exhaustion, had taken on a grey cast that deepened beneath the harsh lighting from within.

He wore an old sweatshirt—Dominic recognized it, a gift from a high school friend Theo didn’t
even talk to anymore. It was oversized and speckled in places with pigment, as if he’d wiped his
hands there without thought. Which he probably had. Three weeks ago, Dominic had suggested
to throw it out when he noticed tiny holes along the stretched seams, to which Theo pouted and
stomped away.

“You don’t understand sentimentality,” the younger man had said.

There was a smear of cerulean blue on the cuff near his wrist, another at the collar. His feet were
bare. The wooden floor behind him bore smudged traces of ochre and crimson. An unfinished
canvas stood propped against the kitchen counter, its surface bristling with aggressive red
strokes—bold and erratic, as though the painting had resisted Theo’s attempts to tame it.

And behind him, on the marble counter, stood the wine bottle—empty, its label peeled partway
down, a chipped coffee mug tipped beside it.

Dominic said nothing at first. He simply stared, stunned by how real it all was—how heartbreak
never arrived with music or lighting, just the plainness of someone refusing to make space for
you.

“You're trending,” Theo said. His voice was even, but it bore the scorn of the deeply tired.
“Congratulations.”

“Theo,” Dominic rasped. His throat felt as if he’d swallowed sandpaper. “It wasn’t what it looked
like.”

Theo gave a humorless breath—half scoff, half sigh. “Then what was it? A budget meeting? Bit of
pillow talk with the finance committee?”

“She’s a board member. We were at the—"



“I know who she is.” Theo’s eyes finally met his. “Don’t insult both of us by pretending you don't
know what this is really about.”

Dominic’s hand clenched where it rested against the frame. “You’re not being fair.”

“No,” Theo said, nodding slowly. “No, I'm not. Because it wasn’t fair, was it? Being forced onto
that auction stage. Being forced into your world, but being unable to get you to come to my
scene. Knowing I wasn’t the only one, knowing that I wasn’t special to you in the first place. But
staying anyway, even when during these past few weeks, you’ve given no indication that you
want to stay too.”

“That’s not—"

“Don’t.” Theo’s hand lifted, palm out. “You didn’t want to be there when it counted. You've
always wanted me quiet and low to the ground.”

“I’'ve never—"
“You’re ashamed of me.”

The sentence wasn't shouted. It was worse than that. It landed quietly, matter-of-fact, as if it had
long ago been accepted as truth by the man who spoke it. The silence that followed was
suffocating.

Dominic stepped forward, but Theo didn’t move. They stood now only inches apart, the door a
narrow scar between them.

“You think I'm ashamed?” Dominic said in disbelief, his voice low but edged. “Theo, I—”

“You’d rather fake a relationship with a stranger than be seen with me. Do you know what that
does to a person? To know they’re beautiful in private but invisible in public?”

Dominic’s composure cracked. “I don’t know how to do this!” he shouted. The sound startled
even him. It wasn’t the volume—it was the utter rawness, the admission pressed out by
exhaustion and dread and the fear of losing something you could never find again. “I wasn’t
raised to know how to love someone and survive the consequences. I don’t—God—"

He moved then, abrupt, careless, his elbow striking the table near the entry as he half-stepped
inside with a little force. The water glass where Theo had been rinsing brushes teetered and fell,
splashing violently across the Persian rug. Pigment swirled into the fibers like blood into
bandages. The carpet had been one of Dominic’s first gifts after the auction week—imported
from Marrakesh, a thousand-dollar product in a minimum-wage apartment. Theo once joked he
could’ve sold it instead and advance paid his rent for the next year.

Theo looked down at the spreading stain but didn’t move to stop it. His arms were rigid at his
sides, hands clenched as though he were holding himself together by sheer will.

“I didn’t ask for your legacy,” he said. “I didn’t want your secrets, or your wealth. I just wanted
you. Damn the rest, only you. And you made it very clear—again and again—that I was
temporary. An indulgence. A fucking seven-day contract. Something to be tolerated until you
found the next pretty thing to play with.”



Dominic’s voice, when it returned, was hoarse. “I never—”
“You did.” Theo’s gaze stayed on the rug. “You just didn’t say it out loud.”
The red paint spread.

Theo’s gaze remained fixed on the ruined rug, but the silence that followed bore the tautness of a
violin string drawn too far. He looked as though he were listening—not to Dominic, not even to
the rain that had begun outside with a slow percussion—but to some final echo within himself,
the echo of a line crossed, a threshold breached. He didn’t look up until Dominic spoke again,
and even then, it was not with defiance or defense. It was something quieter, something stripped
of every polished edge.

“I've spent my life building walls,” Dominic said, and it came barely above breath, like
something not meant for daylight. “I don’t know how to let them down.”

Theo exhaled sharply, almost involuntarily, as if the words had cut through something he’d kept
knotted at the base of his spine. He turned away from the rug at last, not toward Dominic, but
toward the space of the room, the canvases, the remnants of paint on his own wrists—those
furious red strokes now drying like bruises on linen.

“Then learn,” he said. The syllables caught at first, cracked, but when he turned back to face
Dominic, his voice had steadied. “Or let me go.”

And there it was—an ultimatum laid not in anger, but in sorrow, the kind that came after weeks
of carrying around hope that had turned stale. The kind that only asked for dignity in the
leaving. The very same kind that Dominic had faced years ago, to someone else, and had turned
down. Had chosen his goddamn boundaries, his disciplined system that led him nowhere.

Theo’s eyes shimmered—not the raw mess of weeping, but the warning glint of someone still
fighting not to.

Outside, the rain pressed harder against the windows. It had begun in threads and now fell with
an unhurried insistence, as if the city itself needed washing.

Dominic didn’t respond. He only looked at Theo for a long, unmoving moment, as though taking
inventory of every small detail—the dried paint beneath his nails, the slope of his shoulder under
the sweatshirt, the faint scar on his jaw from a bike fall many years ago. He turned without a
word and stepped back through the doorway he had so forcefully entered.

Theo didn’t follow. He stayed where he was, hand still resting against the edge of the open door,
staring down the hallway as it swallowed the sound of Dominic’s footsteps.

But some time later—Theo was unsure, ten, perhaps fifteen minutes—a second knock came. Not
hard, not angry. Just a quiet summons.

When Theo opened the door again, Dominic stood drenched from collar to cuff, his shirt
clinging translucent against his skin, his hair matted in uneven locks across his brow. Rain
pooled at his heels, darkening the worn welcome mat Theo hadn’t replaced in years. His hands
trembled—not from the cold, or not entirely—but he said nothing at first.



Then, deliberately, he stepped past the threshold. The same place he’d been denied minutes ago.
This time, Theo didn’t stop him.

Dominic crossed the small living room with the bearing of someone approaching a confessional.
He paused at the low table, placed his keys down with the faintest sound, followed by his wallet,
and then his phone—each item surrendered like a piece of armor. When he looked up,
something in his face had changed. There was no careful poise, no rehearsed composure. Only
the nakedness of decision.

“No exits this time,” he said.

Theo hadn’t moved from the doorway. He stood watching him, fingers flexing subtly where they
held the edge of the door, as though bracing against the pull of something dangerous and
familiar. And then, after a beat too long to be casual, he stepped inside and moved past Dominic
into the kitchen. A pause. A cupboard door opened. A sound of rummaging.

He returned with a towel, the same olive green one Dominic had once complained about—"a

hideous color for a man who sees so many blues"—and handed it over without a word. Their
hands brushed.

The contact jolted something that neither of them acknowledged, but both felt. Not some
cinematic spark, not romance's cliché return, but the jarring contact of two people who hadn’t
touched in too long and had, for a time, forgotten how.

Dominic took the towel and pressed it once to his face, inhaling the faint scent of turpentine and
detergent. When he lowered it, Theo had turned away, facing the window where the rain traced
vertical lines down the glass in uneven strokes.

“I don’t want to fight anymore,” Dominic said behind him. “But I also don’t want to pretend I
know how to fix this. I don’t. I never learned how.”

Theo didn’t answer right away. He reached up, touched the windowpane lightly with his fingers,
and then said, very softly, “Stay.”

The rain continued. The red paint dried.



Chapter 6: Severance

Hours later, under a different sky and behind the carved doors of another world entirely,
Dominic walked through the narrow corridor of the private level of one of the many Harcourt
estates, his coat still damp, his shoes leaving faint crescents of water across the imported carpet.

The building, old as empire and twice as secretive, exhaled money from its walls—every paneled
hallway, every chandelier draped like a frozen threat. He passed no one. Those who belonged
here were ghosts in tailored suits, eyes behind tinted glass, hands rarely seen unless they bore a
bid.

The lounge had not changed. The clocks were still there—eleven of them by count, each antique,
each from a different part of the world, each ticking with its own cadence like a choir of
impatient hearts. The walls were oak, burnished so dark they drank the light, and the scent of
polished wood, old scotch, and worn leather clung to everything like dust in a sealed chapel.

Maxwell sat where he always did—corner booth, one leg slung loosely over the other, a glass of
something gold and aged resting in his hand. He looked up as Dominic entered, but did not rise.
He never had. Men like Maxwell believed in standing only for profit or power, and neither, in his
mind, was currently present in the man before him.

“You're early,” Maxwell said. His voice, low and unhurried, seemed designed to mock the
passage of time the clocks so insistently marked. He lifted the glass in a faint salute. “I thought
sentimentality made people late.”

Dominic said nothing at first. He moved toward the low mahogany table between them, pulled
the black card from his wallet—matte, engraved, with the auction house’s serpent insignia
etched in silver leaf—and placed it on the wood with quiet finality.

“I'm done.”

The card made a sound no louder than paper meeting wood, yet in the room it rang louder than
any clock.

Maxwell did not touch it. He sipped his scotch instead and leaned back, eyes narrowing not with
confusion but with that slow-blooming interest a predator showed when a prey animal did
something unexpected.

“Is this a tantrum,” he murmured, “or a death wish?”

“I came to end this,” Dominic replied. His voice was calm—measured like law, not emotion. “Not
explain it.”



Behind them, the security guard at the door did not speak, but there was a subtle adjustment in
posture, a minor change in stance that, in other rooms, might have gone unnoticed. But Dominic
saw it. He heard it, even, in the slowing breath of a man preparing for instruction. He didn’t look
at the guard. He kept his eyes on Maxwell.

“I thought we were past dramatics,” Maxwell said. He was toying now with the pocket watch in
his lap, one of the older ones, Roman numerals, hairline crack on the crystal —Dominic
recognized it, a gift once given to an arms dealer as payment in barter. “Are you sure about this,
my dear friend? It’s an awful lot to give up for someone who isn’t... well, you know.”

Dominic remained still, trying not to show annoyance at the term ‘my dear friend.” His
shoulders had the quiet set of a man who had already made his decision, who knew that walking
out of a burning house was still preferable to living in its ashes.

“Does he even know?” Maxwell continued. “What you're giving up for him?”

“If you touch him,” Dominic said—still without raising his voice, still with that calm that made
the words land like something colder than anger—“I'll burn this place to the ground.”

There was a silence then. Maxwell looked at him more closely now. The smile that had begun
forming vanished at the edges. The pocket watch stopped turning in his hand. He set it down
slowly beside his scotch.

“You're serious.”
“I wouldn’t come here if I weren’t.”

The guard’s stance changed again—less subtle this time, a step forward, arms preparing for a
move that had not been ordered but was always understood to be available. Dominic didn’t
flinch. Didn’t turn. His gaze remained locked on Maxwell, and in that gaze was everything that
had built Dominic Vale’s legend—the cold precision of a man who never threatened twice.

Maxwell nodded once, more to himself than anyone else, and reached for his glass again. “You
forget,” he said, “I've seen you operate. You don’t fall. You calculate. If you're doing this—if
you're actually willing to walk away from all of this—then he’s either the greatest scam you’ve
ever bought into... or the first real thing you’ve ever touched.”

Suddenly, Maxwell smiled. For a startling moment, Dominic realized he was almost sincere. “I
hope you're happy, Dominic, and I wish you all the best. You are always welcome in my auction
house.”

Dominic didn’t answer that. He turned and walked away.
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He walked out of the lounge without looking back, not once—not at the card on the table, not at
the security guard who had tracked his every step like a dog on silent command, not even at



Maxwell, whose final words Dominic did not trust with an inch of his life. He knew the man
would already be cataloguing the damage, slotting consequences into columns like inventory.

Dominic had observed almost every single deal that had taken place under Maxwell’s watch, had
meticulously documented countless lives they called ‘lots’ to dehumanize the actual individuals
they sold onstage. Watched them vanish one by one, like they’d simply been ghosts in a vague
dream. But never, not once, had he felt the sheer finality that now pressed behind his ribs as the
polished door latched quietly shut behind him.

Rain sluiced down the awning above the auction house’s private exit. The city breathed beneath
it—horns dulled, lights blurred to softness, and even the sidewalk had a film of something like
remorse. Dominic moved as though none of it touched him, his stride even on the concrete, the
wet air flattening the collar of his coat as he descended the steps and approached the car idling
beneath the canopy.

Alice was already out of the driver’s seat, standing with the rear door open and a file in her hand.
No umbrella. Her coat was soaked through to the cuffs, but she didn’t flinch, didn’t blink, didn’t
speak until he was beside her. She handed him the folder without ceremony. Her voice, when it
came, was low and clipped with urgency.

“They’re already moving. His file’s been scraped from three of the secondary servers, but
someone ran a shallow pull and leaked a version to the London circle. Look at page seven.”

Dominic took the file with one hand and slid into the car with the other, leather creaking
beneath him as the warmth hit his damp clothes. He opened the folder as Alice got in beside
him, her fingers already on the console, rerouting the car’s privacy shields.

The image on page seven stopped him.

A photograph—blown up too large to maintain its grain—of Theo, at that last gallery showing
Dominic was too cowardly to attend. A cigarette caught mid-air between his fingers, backlit by
gallery glass, and the faint ghost of his smirk half-formed as if someone had tried to catch a lion
mid-breath. Beneath it, the text ran clinical and hollow: Marlowe, Theo’. Medium-risk.
Unverified ties to subject Vale. Artist profile pending expurgation.

“They flagged him,” Alice said, watching his face. “The internal system filed him under soft
liability, but the redundancy’s already cleared him for surveillance. If he doesn’t have handlers
on him by tomorrow morning, it’ll be because they’'ve got something worse planned.”

Dominic closed the file and handed it back. His voice, when it emerged, was clearer than it had
been all week.

“Call the Times.”
Alice stilled. “Now?”

“I'm making a statement. And I want it to run on the front page before they so much as breathe
his name again.”



Her brow creased, the way it did when she calculated risk—and she always did, twice, sometimes
three times—but she nodded. “On the record?”

“Fully.”
She opened her tablet, fingers already moving. “And the headline?”

Dominic leaned back, eyes on the rain sliding down the window in warped veins of light. “They’ll
know what to write.”

The file sat in Alice’s lap like a live grenade as the car pulled away from the curb.
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It didn’t take long.
Four hours later, the networks were aflame.

Every terminal with a financial feed and every gossip wire that straddled the line between
society and scandal carried the story. The byline was clean: Dominic Vale, Billionaire Financier,
Cuts Ties With Harcourt Enterprises and Social Circles Amid Allegations of Surveillance and
Internal Blacklisting. But the content was surgical.

Dominic hadn’t simply stepped down—he had torched every bridge between himself and the
clandestine inner ring of higher society’s underworld, citing corruption, disregard for privacy,
and a breach of moral contract so damning it rewrote the narrative of a man who had once
curated entire wars by proxy.

The broadcast anchors said his name with a new cadence now—half-reverence, half-suspicion.
The panels speculated wildly, some calling it a power move, others the sign of a man unraveling,
seduced by a too-young artist who didn’t know better. But the final paragraph was what
mattered: Mr. Vale declined to answer questions regarding a Mr. Theo Marlowe, stating only
that “some things are not for auction.”

When all there was left to do was wait for Alice to handle related matters, Dominic returned
home.

He stood in the penthouse’s sitting room, one hand in his pocket, the other wrapped around a
coffee mug that had gone cold a little while ago. The news feed played muted on the wall screen,
a blur of headlines and talking heads. Behind him, the room was silent—no movement from the
kitchen, no sign of staff, nothing but the sound of rain against the windows like a slow, relentless
drum.

His phone buzzed once.
He looked down, though he already knew who’d texted him.

“You're insane.”



A smile, slow and genuine, began to curve at the edge of Dominic’s mouth. Not the ghost of an
expression, not the polite quirk he wore at boardroom tables or auction halls. This one was quiet
and whole, the kind that came not from victory, but from having finally—finally—lost everything
that didn’t matter.

And survived.
He typed nothing in reply.
Some things were better left unsaid.

He turned from the screen, letting the storm outside blot out the noise.



Chapter 7: After the Fall

The rain had not stopped. It rolled down the darkened streets in silver sheaths, polishing the
pavement and swallowing all sound but the raindrops.

And when Dominic raised his hand to knock, the wood beneath his knuckles was already
damp—rain soaking into the grain, as if the city itself were leaning forward to listen. He stood
beneath the lean of the eave, soaked through to the lining of his coat, collar sagging, tie
conspicuously absent. The file in his hand had puckered from the rain; even the manila
envelope, once crisp, now bowed and darkened like something bruised.

No armor. No chauffeur. No alibi.

Theo opened the door without ceremony, and for a moment neither of them spoke. The light
behind him was low and yellow, catching at the angles of his face, still sharp from sleep or paint
fumes, or both. His hair was a mess of half-dried curls and turpentine, his shirt too thin for the
hour, loose at the collar, hanging open at one wrist.

And still, it was Dominic who looked out of place. Rain dripping from his cuffs, throat bare, eyes
undone.

He held out the file like a warning, but it was not the paper Theo noticed. It was the way
Dominic was looking at him.

Theo stepped back silently, allowing him inside with a motion so casual it might've gone
unnoticed if not for the sharp intake of breath that followed.

His gaze had caught on Dominic’s neck—the undone collar, no silk knot to shield his throat, no
measured layer to complete the image. A bare vulnerability more damning than anything in the
dossier. It stunned him. Not the sight itself, but the realization that Dominic Vale had arrived at
his door entirely as himself. Not as the man who built a multimillion-dollar empire from scratch.
Not as the orchestrator in every board meeting and investor negotiation. Not even as the
Observer, who lingered by the far walls of a converted warehouse watching billionaires buy
people.

Just a man—tired, wet, afraid.

“You're soaked.”

Dominic nodded once, eyes never leaving Theo’s. “I was in a hurry.”
“You're never in a hurry. You're too organized for that.”

“I didn’t want to be late.”



Theo stared at him, chest tight, jaw working through something far older than the moment. He
closed the door, slow, deliberate, and locked it behind them. The click sounded like finality.
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“I saw the news,” he said, voice flat, as if testing for impact. “You burned the entire house down.’
Dominic didn’t answer.

Theo glanced at the file in his hand, then snatched it, fingers quick, knuckles white. He opened
it, skimmed just long enough to confirm his fears, then closed it again with the kind of fury that
didn't need words.

“You threw away your life for me,” Theo said at last, voice cracking at the edge. “That’s not
romantic, Dominic. It’s terrifying.”

“I didn’t have a life before you.”

It was not dramatic. It wasn’t meant to be. It was simply true, and the air in the room seemed to
contract around it, made smaller by its weight. Theo’s hands crumpled the dossier slowly, until
the paper gave a muted crackle and collapsed into a fist-sized ruin. Then he dropped it to the
floor between them and stepped forward.

“You don’t get to say things like that,” he said, breathing uneven, “and expect me to know what
to do with them.”

“You don’t have to do anything with them. I just needed you to know.”

Theo’s eyes closed for a beat, then opened again, clearer now, the anger bleeding into something
harder, something more vulnerable. He reached forward, took Dominic’s lapel, and began to
undo the buttons of his coat, one by one, with the kind of careful restraint that wasn’t gentle so
much as reverent. His hands trembled—not from hesitation, but from the gravity of the
moment.

Dominic didn’t speak. He let the coat fall to the floor with a dull thud, let Theo’s hands move to
his shirt, unfastening him slowly, deliberately, until he stood in the warmth of the small
apartment—bare to the collarbone, trousers soaked, shoes leaving marks on the hardwood.

Theo reached for his belt next. Dominic caught his wrist.

“Let me.”

There was a pause. Long. Dense with the kind of meaning that sat just beyond language.
Theo nodded once and continued.

He stripped Dominic of the last of his layers with unhurried purpose. When they reached the
bedroom, it wasn’t ceremony that moved them, but the deep, aching recognition of something
that had waited far too long. The bed was narrow, sheets rumpled, one corner stiff with dried
paint. The air smelled of linseed and alcohol markers, of lemon peel and sweat. It smelled like
Theo. Dominic climbed into it without protest.



When Theo came over him, he took Dominic’s wrists and held them above his head—firm,
insistent—but the moment Dominic tensed, Theo let go. Just like that. No explanation. No

apology.
Dominic’s breath caught, but his eyes didn’t close.
And when he spoke—raw, hoarse—it wasn’t a command.

“Please.”

The word cracked something in the room. Not between them, but around them. As if the walls
themselves had given up trying to hold them in categories neither fit into. It was not
desperation. It was surrender.

Afterward, they lay tangled on the narrow mattress, limbs cooling in the cross draft from the
cracked window. Theo had one arm across Dominic’s chest, the other draped off the side of the
bed, fingers idly tracing invisible shapes into the sheet. The city still murmured outside, but the
storm had finally passed. The rain had stopped.

Dawn came in slow, pale strips, curling against the windows like smoke. Theo stirred first,
groggy, bare-chested, hair matted against his temple. Dominic had not moved. His breathing
was slow, even. At the foot of the bed, leaned against the leather briefcase that had somehow
made its way to the floor, was a painting. Unframed, unvarnished—just canvas and color. An
explosion of impossible reds and stormy violets, a figure barely discernible at the center. Power
buried in the blur. Dominic. It was Theo’s version of him.

Dominic sat up slowly, and his hand found the edge of the canvas.

“I want to be seen with you.”

Theo, half-asleep, rolled onto his side and buried his face in the curve of Dominic’s back.
“Took you long enough,” he murmured.

Dominic turned, gathered him close, and let the morning rise around them.
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