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Prologue
The fluorescent lights in the basement of Thorne Vanguard hummed at a frequency that made my teeth ache. I pulled the heavy steel drawer open. The metal screeched against the tracks. I didn't stop. I needed the file labeled Project 722. My fingers traced the manila tabs. The skin on my left hand was smooth. The skin on the left side of my face was not. It felt tight. It always felt tight when the air was this dry.

I found the folder. It was thin. Too thin for a project that had ended in a structural collapse and three months of skin grafts. I opened it. The blueprints were missing. Only the inspection logs remained. Every page had been signed by Arthur Sterling. My mentor. The man who told the investigators I had miscalculated the load-bearing requirements for the site.

Footsteps echoed on the concrete stairs. They were heavy and rhythmic. I didn't hide the folder. I didn't move. I stood there as the shadow of a man stretched across the floor. Caspian Thorne stepped into the light. He wore a suit that fit him with surgical precision. He didn't look at the drawers. He didn't look at the files. He looked at me.

He stopped five feet away. He stayed in the center of the aisle. He was a man who lived his life in the center of things. He looked at the right side of my face first. Most people did that. They tried to memorize the symmetry before they had to deal with the rest of me. Then his eyes moved. He didn't wince. He didn't look away. He just observed the scars. He looked at them the same way he might look at a smudge on a window.

"The security team said someone was in the restricted archives," Caspian said. His voice was low. It had no vibration. "I didn't expect it to be the woman who is supposed to be signing a marriage contract in ten minutes."

I shut the drawer. The sound was loud in the small room. "The contract says I get access to the company history. It doesn't specify when."

Caspian stepped closer. He was taller than the architectural renderings suggested. "The contract is a formality for the board. My father’s reputation is a stain I am cleaning. Your isolation makes you a safe choice. You don't have a social circle to leak our business. You don't have a family to demand a dowry."

I turned my head fully toward him. I let the harsh light hit the ridges of the scar tissue. It ran from my temple down to my jaw. "You mean I’m invisible. People look through me because they don't want to see this. That makes me the perfect ghost for your corporate image."

He didn't disagree. He checked his watch. It was a silver piece that cost more than my entire education. "The board is waiting in the conference room. Maya has the pens ready. If you sign, the archives are yours. If you don't, you leave this building and never return."

I felt the weight of the missing blueprints in my mind. Arthur had hidden them. Caspian owned the vault where they were kept. This wasn't a romance. It was a trade. My silence and presence for his keys and his name. I walked past him toward the stairs. I didn't wait for him to lead the way.

"Why me, Caspian?" I asked without looking back. "There are a hundred women who would fix their hair and stand by your side for a fraction of what you’re offering me."

I heard him follow. "Because those women want to be seen. You want to see the truth. I find that much more manageable."

We reached the elevator. The doors were mirrored. I saw us reflected in the glass. He was the picture of corporate perfection. I was the reminder of what happens when perfection fails. He looked at our reflection. He adjusted his tie. He didn't look at me again until the doors opened to the top floor.

Arthur Sterling was standing by the window of the conference room. He turned when we entered. He smiled at Caspian. Then he saw me. The smile didn't reach his eyes. It stayed on his lips like a mask. He was the one who had told me I would never work in this city again. He was the one who had ensured the insurance company blamed the 'emotional instability' of a young female architect for the site disaster.

"Elara," Arthur said. He held out a hand. I didn't take it. "I heard rumors you were joining the Thorne family. I find it hard to believe Caspian would choose someone with such a... complicated history."

Caspian walked to the head of the table. He pulled out a chair for me. It was a move for the benefit of the room. "Elara’s history is precisely why she is here, Arthur. She understands structural integrity better than anyone. She knows exactly what happens when things break."

I sat down. The paper was cool under my palms. Maya Thorne sat across from me. She had a tablet open. She watched me with a gaze that measured my worth in public relations points. She didn't see a sister-in-law. She saw a liability that needed to be managed.

I picked up the pen. It was heavy. My name looked strange in the high-end ink. I signed the first page. Then the second. I was selling my life to a man who didn't believe in emotions, all so I could destroy the man who thought he had destroyed me.

Caspian signed his name next to mine. His handwriting was sharp and slanted. When he finished, he didn't shake my hand. He didn't kiss my cheek. He just stood up and addressed the room.

"It’s done," Caspian said. "The Thorne Standard remains. We have the stability the investors want. Now, let's get back to work."

I stayed in my seat as the men began to talk about quarterly earnings and steel prices. Arthur kept looking at me. He was trying to figure out what I knew. I looked back at him. I didn't smile. I didn't frown. I let him see every inch of the damage he had caused.

I was inside the house now. I had the keys. And before this year was over, I would find the blueprints that proved I wasn't the one who had failed that day.

1. The Transaction of Broken Things
The contract sat on the desk. It was sixty pages of heavy, cream-colored paper. The text was printed in a small, serif font that made the legal terms look like a wall.

Caspian Thorne did not look at me. He looked at the silver pen resting next to the signature line. He sat in a chair made of black leather and chrome. His suit was dark charcoal, tailored so precisely that not a single wrinkle showed. He looked like an architectural model of a human being.

"The terms are final," he said. His voice was flat. "You have had forty-eight hours to review the document with your own counsel."

"I don't have counsel, Caspian," I said. I sat on the edge of the guest chair. "I have a bank account with three hundred dollars in it and a career that ended in a fire. Lawyers cost money I don't have."

He finally lifted his head. His eyes were a shade of blue that reminded me of shallow water over ice. He didn't flinch when his gaze hit the left side of my face. Most people did. Most people's eyes jumped to the side or down to their shoes. He just stared.

The scars on my cheek were thick and uneven. They started at my jaw and pulled the corner of my eye slightly downward. They were the physical record of a Tuesday afternoon when a structural support gave way and a chemical line ruptured.

"Then you are signing it without advice," he said. "That is your choice."

"I’m signing it for the archives," I said. "We both know that."

He pushed the pen toward me. The metal clicked against the glass top of the desk.

"Twelve months," he said. "You will live in the Thorne residence. You will attend four board functions and six public charity events. You will present as my wife. In exchange, you receive a stipend, a legal defense fund for your ongoing litigation, and twenty-four-hour access to the Vanguard Archives."

I picked up the pen. It was heavy and cold. My hand felt small against the weight of it.

"And the board?" I asked. "They won't care about my face?"

Caspian stood up. He walked to the floor-to-ceiling window behind his desk. The city of New York stretched out below him, a grid of stone and glass.

"The board views my lack of a wife as a sign of instability," he said. "They think a man who cannot commit to a woman cannot commit to a ten-year growth plan. They want a placeholder. Your face is a complication for the PR department, but your reputation is the problem. You are a pariah in the architecture world. That makes you dependent on me. Dependency is stable."

I didn't like the word. I had spent six years building a name that didn't rely on anyone else. Then the site exploded, and the industry decided I was a liability. They said I had ignored the safety protocols. They said I was the reason three men were in the hospital.

I knew the blueprints had been altered after I signed off on them. I knew someone had swapped the grade of the steel supports. But the original files were buried in the Vanguard Archives, and Thorne Vanguard was the only entity that could grant me entry.

I signed the first page. Then the second.

"What happens if I find what I'm looking for before the year is up?" I asked.

Caspian didn't turn around. "The contract remains in effect. You stay until the twelve months are over. I need the appearance of a solid marriage during the merger with Sterling Industries."

"Arthur Sterling," I said. The name felt like a weight in my throat. "He was my mentor."

"He is my business partner," Caspian corrected. "And he is the man who will be watching us the most closely. He values traditional aesthetics. He will not understand why I chose you."

"Neither do I," I muttered.

I flipped to the final page. My signature looked jagged. It was the mark of a woman who was selling her autonomy for a key to a basement vault.

I finished the last line and laid the pen down. The silence in the office was thick. The air conditioning hummed, a low vibration that I felt in my teeth.

Caspian turned back to the room. He picked up the document and checked the signatures. He didn't smile. He didn't look relieved. He looked like a man who had just checked a task off a list.

"We leave for the house in ten minutes," he said. "Your things have already been moved from your apartment."

I stood up. My knees felt weak. "You went into my apartment?"

"I sent a bonded moving team," he said. "Your lease was terminated this morning. I paid the remaining balance and the security deposit for the damage to the floors."

"I could have done that myself."

"You couldn't," he said. He walked toward the door. "I don't have time for a slow transition, Elara. The board meets on Thursday. We need to look like we have been living together for months. My sister, Maya, will be there to brief you on the household staff."

He opened the door and waited for me to pass. I felt the heat rise in my neck. He didn't offer a hand. He didn't offer a kind word. This was a business merger where the asset was a human life.

I walked out into the hallway. The walls were lined with black-and-white photographs of Thorne buildings. They were perfect structures. Symmetrical. Flawless. I felt like a crack in a marble floor as I walked past them.

We took the private elevator down to the garage. The metal doors were mirrored. I saw my reflection and immediately looked at the floor. The left side of my face was a landscape of pink, raised skin. It stood out against the pale tone of the rest of my skin. My hair was pulled back in a tight knot, revealing everything. I had stopped trying to hide it six months ago. Hiding felt like an admission of guilt.

In the garage, a black sedan was waiting. The driver held the door open.

Caspian got in first. He sat on the far side, opening a laptop before I had even cleared the door frame. The screen cast a blue light over his face, sharpening his features.

I sat down next to him. The leather was cold.

"Is there a room for me?" I asked. "Or am I expected to share yours?"

He didn't look up from the screen. His fingers moved quickly over the keys. "The contract specifies a shared residence, not a shared bed. You will have the East Wing suite. It has its own entrance to the library."

"And the archives? When do I get the key?"

"Tomorrow morning," he said. "After the dinner with Arthur."

I went still. "Arthur is coming to dinner?"

"It’s a celebration of our union," Caspian said. The word 'union' sounded like a lie in his mouth. "He was your teacher. He will be glad to see you are taken care of."

"He’ll be looking for a reason to call the police," I said. "He knows I want those files."

Caspian closed his laptop with a sharp snap. He turned his head and looked at me. For the first time, I saw a flicker of something in his eyes. It wasn't pity. It was a cold, calculating interest.

"Then give him no reason," he said. "You are my wife now. You are a Thorne. Act like you belong in the house, and he won't be able to touch you."

"I don't belong anywhere," I said.

"You belong to this contract," he replied.

He turned back to his window. The car pulled out of the garage and into the afternoon traffic. We sat in total silence. I looked at the back of the driver's head. I looked at the digital clock on the dashboard.

I thought about the archives. I thought about the basement of the Thorne headquarters where the blueprints were kept. The truth was down there. The names of the suppliers, the inspection reports, and the original CAD files.

I had sacrificed my face to that building. Now, I was sacrificing my name to the man who owned it.

As we drove toward the Thorne estate, I realized I didn't know anything about the man sitting next to me. I knew his stock price. I knew his public reputation for being ruthless. I knew he hated mistakes.

But I didn't know why a man who obsessed over perfection would want a scarred wife.

He was hiding something just as deep as I was. The difference was that his scars were on the inside, and mine were for everyone to see.

I leaned my head against the cool glass of the car window. The city blurred into a grey streak. I had signed the papers. There was no going back. I was Elara Thorne, and the next twelve months would either give me my life back or finish what the explosion started.
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