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Prologue
I am sitting on the edge of the king-sized bed in the penthouse of the Thorne Plaza. My wedding dress is a heavy weight of lace and silk. The bodice is tight. It makes every breath I take shallow. The fabric is a shade of ivory that Julian chose because he said it made my skin look less pale.

I look at my hands. They are resting in my lap. My wedding ring is a diamond so large it feels unbalanced on my finger. It is a symbol of a contract. I married Julian Thorne four hours ago in a ceremony that cost more than the house I grew up in.

I did not marry him for the diamond. I married him because my sister, Sophie, needs a future that does not involve debt collectors knocking on her door. Julian promised to take care of us. He promised security.

The penthouse is silent. The party ended an hour ago. The last of the shipping magnates and city officials went home. Julian told me to come up here and wait. He said he had one final piece of business to finish with his father.

I stand up and walk to the floor-to-ceiling window. The city of Oakhaven is spread out below. The lights are bright, but they do not reach the dark water of the harbor. The Thorne shipping docks are visible in the distance. They are the source of the family’s wealth. They are also the reason Julian’s older brother, Silas, is dead.

Everyone knows the story. Five years ago, a shipyard fire destroyed three warehouses. Silas was inside. They never found enough of him to bury a full casket. Julian became the heir that day. He stepped into the role his brother left behind.

I hear the click of the door lock.

I turn around. I expect to see Julian. I expect him to look the way he did at the altar—perfectly groomed, his hair swept back, his smile calculated for the cameras. I expect him to tell me the business is done.

The door swings open.

A man stands in the doorway. He is taller than Julian. His shoulders are broader. He is not wearing a tuxedo. He wears a heavy leather jacket that smells of salt and old smoke.

He does not move. He stays in the shadow of the hallway for a moment before he steps into the light of the bedroom.

I stop breathing.

His face is a map of pain. A jagged, thick scar starts at his left temple and runs down his cheek, disappearing under the collar of his jacket. The skin there is pulled tight and shiny. It has ruined the symmetry of what was once a handsome face.

His eyes are not like Julian’s. Julian’s eyes are blue and soft. This man’s eyes are a dark, piercing grey. They look at me with a weight that makes my knees weak.

"You are in the wrong room," I say. My voice is thin. I grip the fabric of my skirt.

The man closes the door behind him. He turns the deadbolt. The sound of the metal sliding into place is loud in the quiet room.

"I am exactly where I am supposed to be, Elara," he says.

His voice is deep. It is a rasping sound, as if his throat was damaged by the same fire that marked his face.

I know that voice. I heard it years ago, before the accident. It used to be smoother, but the cadence is the same.

"Silas?" I whisper.

He walks toward me. He does not move like a man who has been dead for five years. He moves with a predatory grace. He stops three feet away from me. The scent of the ocean follows him. It is a sharp contrast to the expensive lilies Julian filled the room with.

"Julian is gone," Silas says.

I shake my head. "No. He is downstairs. He is with your father. We just got married."

Silas reaches into his jacket pocket. He pulls out a piece of paper. It is folded into thirds. He holds it out to me.

My hands shake as I take it. I recognize Julian’s elegant, slanted handwriting.

I read the words. It is not a love letter. It is a transfer of assets. It lists the Thorne family’s remaining land holdings in the valley. It lists the deed to Blackwood Estate.

At the bottom, my name is written in bold ink.

"What is this?" I ask.

"It is a debt settlement," Silas says. "Your husband is a coward. He has been stealing from the company for years to hide his failures. He owes money to people who do not accept apologies."

He takes a step closer. I can see the individual lines of the scar on his face now. It is brutal and raw.

"Julian didn't marry you because he wanted a wife," Silas continues. "He married you because he needed a shield. He used your family’s land as collateral for a loan he couldn't pay back. And when the debt came due tonight, he gave them the land. And he gave me you."

I feel a cold sensation in my chest. "He can't do that. I am a person. I am not a piece of property."

Silas looks down at my wedding ring. He reaches out and touches the diamond with a calloused thumb. His skin is rough against mine.

"In this family, Elara, everyone is property," he says. "Julian fled the city twenty minutes ago. He left you here to deal with the mess he made. He sold you to save his own skin."

I look at the door. I want to run, but where would I go? Julian has my sister’s documents. He has the money for her school.

"Why are you here?" I ask. "If he sold me to his creditors, why are you the one in my room?"

Silas’s eyes darken. He leans down until his face is inches from mine. I can feel the heat radiating from his body.

"Because I bought the debt," he says. "I let him think he was escaping. I let him think he was clever. But I have been waiting five years to take back what he stole from me."

He moves his hand from my ring to my jaw. His grip is firm, but not painful. He forces me to look at him.

"He stole my life. He stole my face. And he tried to steal the only girl I ever cared about," Silas whispers.

I remember then. I remember a summer ten years ago. I remember a boy who sat with me on the docks and told me he would get me out of this town. I remember a boy who didn't look at me like I was a Vance, the daughter of a man who ran away.

"You're supposed to be dead," I say.

"I was," he says. "But I’m back now. And you belong to me."

He lets go of my jaw and looks at the ivory dress.

"Take it off," he says.

I freeze. "No."

"The dress was his choice," Silas says. "I don't want to see you in anything he chose. We are leaving for Blackwood. Now."

I look at the window. The city is still there, but the world I knew this morning is gone. I am a bride who was sold before the wedding cake was even cut.

I look back at Silas. He is not a ghost. He is a man who has lived through hell, and he looks like he is ready to take me there with him.

I reach for the zipper on the back of my dress. My fingers are numb, but I find the metal tab.

I am not doing this because I am weak. I am doing this because I have to survive until I can find a way to save Sophie.

Silas watches me. He does not look away. He does not offer to help. He stands there like a guard, waiting to claim the prize his brother discarded.

I pull the zipper down.

1. The Icing on the Lie
I sat on the edge of the king-sized bed and waited for my husband to come home.

The penthouse was too quiet. The floor-to-ceiling windows showed the city lights of Seattle, but they didn't offer any warmth. I still wore the Vera Wang gown. It was heavy. The lace scratched at my collarbone. I had been sitting here for three hours. Julian had disappeared right after the reception, whispering that he had one final piece of business to settle before our honeymoon.

He had kissed my forehead. His skin had been dry. He told me to wait here. He said we were starting a new life. For me, that life meant safety for my sister, Mia. The Thorne name was a shield. That was the only reason I had said 'I do' to a man who looked at me like I was a high-yield investment.

I reached back to find the zipper of my dress. My fingers were stiff. I couldn't reach the small metal tab. I needed Julian to help me. I needed him to tell me that the legal documents for Mia’s trust fund were signed. That was the deal. I gave him the Vance family land holdings, and he gave my sister a future.

The heavy oak door at the end of the suite groaned. I stood up, smoothing the silk over my hips. My heart rate increased, but not because of excitement. It was the same low-level anxiety I had felt since I first met Julian three years ago.

"Julian?" I said. My voice was thin in the large room. "You’re late. The catering staff already left."

The man who walked into the room was not my husband.

He was taller than Julian. He didn't wear a tailored tuxedo. He wore a dark tactical jacket and heavy boots that left mud on the cream-colored carpet. He stopped in the center of the room. The light from the chandelier hit his face. A thick, jagged scar started at his left temple and ran down his cheek, disappearing into the collar of his shirt. His eyes were a light, piercing grey. They didn't move from my face.

I stepped back. My heel caught on the train of my dress. "Who are you? How did you get past security?"

"Security is expensive," the man said. His voice was deep and sounded like he hadn't used it in a long time. "But they don't work for Julian. They work for the Thorne family. I’m a Thorne."

I shook my head. My hands began to shake. I knew the Thorne family history. Everyone did. "Silas Thorne died five years ago. There was an accident at the shipyard. An explosion."

"The explosion happened," he said. He walked toward me. He didn't rush. He moved with a heavy, deliberate gait. "But I didn't die. My father and my brother just found it more profitable to tell the world I was gone. It’s easier to collect insurance on a dead son than it is to pay for a broken one."

He stopped three feet away from me. He smelled of salt and something sharp, like iron. He looked at my wedding ring. It was a five-carat diamond that felt like a lead weight on my finger.

"Where is Julian?" I asked. I looked toward the door, hoping to see the hotel staff or Julian’s assistant. "If you’re his brother, you should be at the wedding. Not breaking into our suite."

Silas reached into his jacket pocket. He pulled out a folded piece of paper and held it out. His hand was large. His knuckles were bruised.

"Julian isn't coming, Elara," Silas said. "He left for the airport twenty minutes ago. He’s on a private flight to Zurich. He won't be coming back for a long time."

I didn't take the paper. "That’s a lie. He has a board meeting on Monday. He has the land transfer to finalize. He wouldn't just leave."

"He had to leave," Silas said. He stepped closer, forcing me to look up at him. The scar on his face pulled the corner of his eye down slightly. "The federal investigators are moving in on the shipping accounts. Julian has been skimming from the safety funds for years. That’s why the shipyard burned. That’s why I look like this. He’s a coward. He knew the walls were closing in, so he made a final trade."

My breath felt short. I took the paper from his hand. My fingers brushed his. His skin was hot. I unfolded the sheet. It was a legal contract, signed and notarized. I recognized Julian’s elegant, looping signature at the bottom.

I read the lines quickly. My eyes jumped over the legal jargon, landing on the core of the agreement. Julian had transferred all Vance family assets—the land, the titles, the deed to my father's old estate—to Silas Thorne.

But it wasn't just the land.

I read the final paragraph twice. My vision blurred. The contract stated that in exchange for the cancellation of a twelve-million-dollar private debt and the handover of the Blood Ledger, Julian Thorne was relinquishing all marital claims and rights to Elara Vance to the holder of the debt.

"What is this?" I whispered. I dropped the paper. It fluttered to the carpet. "You can't trade a person. This isn't the Middle Ages."

"In this family, everything is a trade," Silas said. He looked around the penthouse with a look of pure disgust. "Julian used your family land as collateral for a loan he took from me three years ago. He thought he could gamble it and win. He lost. This morning, he realized he couldn't pay. So he gave me the only thing he had left that I actually wanted."

"You?" I said. I felt a surge of anger that pushed past the fear. "I don't even know you. I’ve never seen you before in my life."

Silas took another step. He was now so close I could see the individual lines of the scar tissue. It was white and raised.

"You saw me once," he said. "Seven years ago. At the Vance summer house. You were seventeen. You were wearing a yellow dress, and you were crying because your father had just left. I told you that men like him aren't worth the tears. You didn't even ask my name. You just nodded and handed me a glass of water."

I stared at him. The memory was faint, a blurry image of a tall shadow in the garden. I hadn't thought about it in years.

"That doesn't matter," I said. I tried to push past him, but he put a hand on my arm. His grip was firm. It wasn't painful, but I couldn't move. "Let go of me. I’m calling the police. I’m calling my lawyer."

"Your lawyer is on Julian’s payroll," Silas said. "And the police are the last people you want to talk to right now. When the feds realize Julian is gone, they’re going to come for you. You’re the wife. Your name is on the joint accounts. You’re the one they’ll put in a room until you tell them where the money went."

I stopped struggling. The reality of the situation began to settle in my stomach. Julian hadn't married me to save Mia. He had married me to have a fall girl. He had used my family’s remaining dignity to buy his way out of a hole he dug himself.

"Why are you here?" I asked. My voice was a whisper. "If you have the land, just take it and go. Leave me out of this."

"I don't want the land, Elara," Silas said. He let go of my arm, but he didn't move back. He looked down at me with an intensity that made my skin feel tight. "I want what Julian stole. He took my place in this company. He took my face. He took my life. And then he took you."

"I am not a trophy," I said. I felt a tear track down my cheek. I wiped it away quickly. I wouldn't be weak in front of him.

"No," Silas said. "You’re a Thorne now. And that means you belong at Blackwood. We’re leaving tonight."

"I’m not going anywhere with you," I said. I looked at the door. I could run. I could try to find Mia.

"If you stay here, you’ll be arrested by morning," Silas said. He picked up the contract from the floor and folded it carefully. "If you come with me, I’ll protect you. I’ll make sure your sister is taken care of. I already moved her to a private facility under my name. She’s safe. For now."

I felt a cold chill. "You moved her? Without my permission?"

"Julian gave me the permission," Silas said. "It was part of the deal. He didn't care where she went as long as he got his passport and his head start. Now, you have a choice. Stay here and wait for the handcuffs, or come with me and find out how deep the Thorne lies really go."

I looked at the wedding ring on my finger. I twisted it, pulling it off my knuckle. I threw it on the bed. It landed silently on the silk duvet.

"I need to change my dress," I said.

"There’s no time," Silas said. He grabbed a dark coat from the chair near the door and tossed it to me. "Cover the lace. We leave through the service elevator. The feds are already in the lobby."

I wrapped the coat around my shoulders. It was heavy and smelled of woodsmoke. I followed the man who was supposed to be dead out of the room, leaving my life as Julian’s bride behind in the silence of the penthouse.
2. The Shadow in the Suite
The elevator doors hissed shut, sealing us in a small, mirrored box. Silas pressed the button for the basement garage. I didn't look at my reflection. I couldn't look at the white silk of the wedding dress peaking out from under the heavy wool of Silas’s coat. It was a costume for a life that had ended ten minutes ago.

Silas stood in the corner. He didn't lean against the wall. He stood with his feet shoulder-width apart, his hands hanging at his sides. He was larger than Julian, thicker in the shoulders. The jagged line of the scar on his temple caught the light of the overhead fluorescent tube. It wasn't a clean mark. It was raised and uneven.

"Don't look at it," he said. He didn't turn his head toward me.

"I wasn't," I lied. My voice sounded thin in the quiet of the elevator. My throat was dry, and the taste of the champagne I’d toasted with earlier felt like vinegar in my mouth.

"You were. Everyone does. It’s the first thing they see before they remember I’m supposed to be six feet under the dirt at the Thorne family plot."

He reached out and hit the button for the garage again, as if the elevator wasn't moving fast enough. The numbers on the display ticked down. 12. 11. 10. Every second felt like a physical weight. I kept thinking about my phone. It was still in the bedroom, probably vibrating with calls from the caterers or the florist, people who didn't know the groom was currently at thirty thousand feet over the Atlantic.

"Julian said you died in the fire," I said. I needed him to keep talking. If he stopped, the sound of the elevator cables would be the only thing left, and I would start to scream. "He told the family you were in the hull when the fuel line went."

Silas looked at the doors. "Julian tells people what makes him look better. A dead brother is a tragedy. A brother who survived his negligence is a liability. Our father agreed. He paid the doctors to tell the papers I didn't make it. Then he paid me to stay gone."

"And you did? You just stayed gone?"

He finally looked at me. His eyes were dark, devoid of the warmth I remembered from the boy he used to be. "I stayed until the money ran out. And then I stayed because I wanted to see how long it would take for him to burn everything down. It didn't take long."

The elevator jolted to a stop in the garage. The doors opened to a concrete expanse lit by dim, orange-hued lamps. The air here was cooler, smelling of exhaust and damp stone. Silas stepped out first, his boots clicking against the floor. He didn't wait to see if I was following. He knew I would.

A black SUV sat idling twenty feet away. The headlights were off, but the engine hummed. A man I didn't recognize stood by the driver’s side door. He was wearing a plain gray sweatshirt and jeans. He didn't look like a bodyguard. He looked like someone who knew how to blend into a crowd.

"Is she ready?" the man asked. He looked at me, his gaze lingering on the hem of my dress dragging on the oily concrete.

"She’s with me," Silas said. He walked to the passenger side and opened the door. "Get in, Elara."

I stopped. I looked toward the ramp that led up to the street. If I ran, I could make it to the sidewalk. I could find a taxi. I could go to the police.

"The federal agents are upstairs," Silas said, reading my posture. "They aren't there to help you. They’re there to freeze your assets. That includes the accounts that pay for Mia’s medical staff. If you go to them, you’re just a co-conspirator. Julian made sure of that when he had you sign the pre-nup and the joint disclosures."

"I didn't read the fine print," I whispered. I felt the first real wave of panic hit my chest. It felt like a physical blow. "He told me it was standard."

"Standard for a Thorne means you're the one who goes to prison while he lives in Zurich," Silas said. He pointed to the seat. "Get in the car. Now."

I climbed into the high seat of the SUV. The leather was cold. I pulled Silas’s coat tighter around my shoulders. He shut the door and walked around to the other side, climbing into the back seat with me. The man in the gray sweatshirt got into the driver’s seat and put the car in gear.

We moved through the garage, staying in the shadows of the concrete pillars. As we approached the exit, I saw the blue and red lights reflecting off the glass of the luxury apartment building’s lobby. Three black sedans were parked at the curb, blocking the entrance. Men in windbreakers with 'FBI' printed on the back were moving toward the front doors.

I ducked my head, pressing my face into the rough wool of the coat. I waited for the sound of a siren, for someone to pound on the window. But the SUV moved smoothly past the scene. The driver didn't speed up. He drove like he was just another resident leaving for the night.

We turned a corner, and the flashing lights faded. We were moving north, away from the city center, toward the coast. The skyline of Seattle began to shrink in the rearview mirror.

"Where are we going?" I asked. My hands were shaking. I gripped the armrest to hide it.

"Blackwood," Silas said.

"The estate? No one has lived there in years. It’s falling apart."

"It’s private," Silas said. "And it’s the only place Julian can’t touch. He sold the land to me, remember? He can’t claim trespassing on property he doesn't own."

"He sold me, too," I said. I looked at him. "That’s what you said. He gave you my marital rights."

Silas leaned back in the seat. The interior of the car was dark, lit only by the passing streetlamps. Each flash of light revealed a different part of his face. The scar. The hard line of his jaw. The way he watched me.

"He signed a contract," Silas said. "He was desperate. He needed a way to get his money out of the country before the freeze happened. I gave him the accounts he needed, and in exchange, he gave me the ledger and you."

"You talk about me like I’m a piece of equipment."

"In this family, you are. You’re a liability he traded for a head start. Don't be angry at me for being the one who bought you, Elara. Be angry at the man who put the price tag on your head."

I looked out the window. The city had disappeared, replaced by the dark shapes of pine trees and the occasional glimpse of the gray, churning water of the Sound. The reality of it was sinking in. I was married to a man who was halfway to Switzerland, and I was being held by a man the world thought was dead.

"What about Mia?" I asked. "You said you moved her."

"She’s at a facility in the islands," Silas said. "It’s a private clinic. High
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