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Prologue
I did not wear white for my wedding. I wore a charcoal suit with a collar that pressed against my throat. I sat in a chair made of chrome and black leather on the forty-second floor of the Sterling Building. The desk between me and Caspian Sterling was a wide slab of dark wood. There were no flowers. There were only three copies of a marriage contract and a fountain pen that cost more than my first car.

Caspian did not look like a groom. He looked like a man about to finalize a hostile takeover. He sat with his back straight. His hands were flat on the desk. I noticed a small scar on the back of his left hand. It disappeared under the cuff of his white shirt. He adjusted his silver cufflinks. He did this every thirty seconds. It was a calculated movement.

"The board is waiting," Caspian said. His voice was low and had no emotion. "Sign the last page. My mother wants the press release out before the markets open in Tokyo."

I looked at the signature line. Elara Vance. Soon it would be Elara Sterling. The name felt wrong. It was the name of the family that had dismantled my life fourteen years ago. I remembered the red and blue lights of the police cars in our driveway on my sixteenth birthday. I remembered the way my father looked when they led him out in handcuffs. He had been a forensic accountant for this company. He had found something he was not supposed to see. Then he was gone.

"Is there a problem with the wording?" Caspian asked. He leaned forward. His gray eyes stayed on my face. He did not blink. "We negotiated the debt transition for three weeks. Your family's remaining liabilities are erased the moment your ink dries on that paper."

"I am reading the fine print," I said. I kept my voice steady. I had practiced this in front of a mirror for months. I needed to be the perfect asset. "I want to ensure the clause about the physical residence is specific. I am not a guest in your house. I am a partner in this arrangement."

Caspian stood up. He was tall. He walked around the desk with slow, heavy steps. He stopped behind my chair. I felt the heat from his body. He reached down and gripped the edges of the desk. He leaned in until his face was inches from mine. He smelled like soap and expensive paper.

"You are my wife," he said. He spoke the words directly into my ear. "In this building, you follow my lead. You arrive at eight. You leave when I leave. You do not talk to the media without my approval. You are not a guest, Elara. You are a Sterling asset now. Act like one."

He pulled a second pen from his pocket. He placed it on the paper. It was a command. He was the CEO of the most powerful corporation in the city. He was used to people moving when he told them to move. He did not know that I had spent the last decade learning how to count every cent his mother had stolen. He did not know that I was here to burn his building down from the inside.

I picked up the pen. The metal was cold. I signed my name. I felt a slight vibration in my hand but I did not let it show. I looked up at him. I forced a smile that did not reach my eyes.

"The asset is signed for," I said.

Caspian did not smile back. He straightened his tie. He looked at the door.

"Beatrice is in the hallway," he said. "She expects to see a happy couple. Put on your jacket. Fix your hair. We have five minutes to show the world that this merger is solid."

I stood up and buttoned my blazer. It felt tight. I looked at the three-carat diamond on my left hand. It was a heavy weight. I followed him toward the door. I watched the way he walked. He moved with a total lack of hesitation. He thought he had bought a solution to his family's reputation problems. He thought he was in control.

We stepped out into the hall. Beatrice Sterling was standing by the elevators. She wore a cream-colored dress. Her hair was pulled back so tight it smoothed the wrinkles on her forehead. She looked at me. She did not say hello. She looked at my shoes. Then she looked at the contract in Caspian's hand.

"Is it done?" she asked. Her voice was thin.

"It is done, Mother," Caspian said.

He reached out and took my hand. His palm was dry. His grip was firm. It was not a romantic gesture. It was a lock. He pulled me closer to his side.

"Welcome to the family, Elara," Beatrice said. She did not move her lips when she spoke. "Try not to be a disappointment. The Vance name has enough stains on it already."

I felt the blood move to my face. I squeezed Caspian's hand back. I squeezed it until I felt the bones of his fingers press together. He did not flinch. He looked at the elevator doors as they opened.

"She will be fine," Caspian said to his mother. "I will make sure of it."

We stepped into the elevator. The doors closed. We were alone for ten seconds. The silence in the small space was absolute. Caspian let go of my hand. He stepped to the other side of the car. He pulled out a phone and started typing.

"The car is waiting in the basement," he said. "We are going to the gala. You will sit next to me. You will eat what is served. You will not drink more than one glass of wine. Do you understand?"

I looked at the floor numbers descending. 40. 39. 38.

"I understand my role, Caspian," I said.

"Good," he said. He did not look up from his screen. "I don't like to repeat myself."

I gripped my handbag. Inside was a small flash drive. It was empty now. By the end of the month, I planned to fill it with the records that would put his mother in a prison cell. I looked at his reflection in the polished metal of the elevator door. He looked like a king. I wondered how he would look when he realized he had invited his executioner into his home.

The elevator bell dinged. The doors slid open. A wall of camera flashes hit us. Caspian stepped forward. He reached back and grabbed my arm. He pulled me into the light.

"Smile," he whispered.

I smiled. The game had started.

1. The Collateral Bride
The pen felt heavy. It was a custom-weighted rollerball, the kind that cost more than a month of rent in the apartment I was about to abandon. I didn’t look at the gold nib. I looked at the line where my name needed to go.

“Sign it, Elara.”

Caspian Sterling’s voice didn’t have any warmth. He stood by the floor-to-ceiling window of the Sterling Global boardroom, forty floors above the city. He wasn’t looking at me. He was looking at the grid of streets below as if he owned the movement of the cars and the people.

I adjusted my blazer. The fabric was stiff against my shoulders. It was my favorite piece of corporate armor, the one I wore when I needed to feel like a machine instead of a person. I looked at the man who was about to become my husband.

He was taller than the photos in the financial magazines suggested. His suit was dark, tailored to emphasize the breadth of his shoulders. He kept his hands behind his back. I knew from the dossiers I’d compiled that he had scars on those hands, but he never let anyone see them. He wore heavy platinum cufflinks that caught the office lights.

“The terms haven't changed in the last five minutes,” Caspian said. He turned around. His face was symmetrical and pale. He had a way of looking at people that made them feel like a line item on a spreadsheet. “The Vance debt is cleared the moment your ink dries. My mother is waiting in the lounge to witness the execution of the merger.”

“I know the terms,” I said. My voice was steady. I had practiced this in front of my bathroom mirror for three weeks. “I want the original physical copies of the Vance liens delivered to my office by noon tomorrow.”

Caspian walked toward the table. He didn't rush. Every step was measured. He stopped three feet away from me, invading my personal space just enough to be felt. He smelled like expensive soap and nothing else.

“You have an office because I gave you one,” he said. He leaned down, placing his palms on the polished mahogany table. “From this moment on, you are a Sterling. You represent the brand. You represent me. There will be no independent requests. You follow the protocol I set.”

I didn’t blink. I wanted to tell him that the Vance name was older than his family’s conglomerate, but that didn’t matter now. My father was dead. The Sterling family had eaten his legacy and spat out the bones. Now, I was the only thing left to settle the account.

I pressed the pen to the paper. The ink flowed black and smooth. Elara Vance. I watched the loop of the 'V' and thought about the night sixteen years ago when the police had walked into my birthday party. I thought about the sound of the handcuffs and the way my father had looked at me as they led him away.

I slid the document across the table.

Caspian picked it up. He didn't look at my signature for more than a second. He tucked the contract into a leather folder and clicked his tongue.

“The car is downstairs,” he said. “We have exactly twenty minutes to reach the courthouse for the civil ceremony before the press pool arrives. Beatrice is already on her way.”

“The press?” I asked. I stood up, smoothing the wrinkles in my skirt. “The agreement said this would be private.”

Caspian straightened his tie. He didn't use a mirror. He knew exactly where every fold of silk belonged. “I changed my mind. A secret marriage looks like a liability. A public merger looks like strength. Move. Now.”

He didn't wait for me. He walked out of the boardroom with his head high. I followed him, my heels clicking against the marble floor. The sound was sharp, like a rhythmic countdown.

We entered the elevator. The doors were brushed steel. As the lift began its descent, the silence between us grew thick. I could see our reflections in the metal. We looked like a power couple from a movie, but the space between us felt like a physical barrier.

Caspian looked at his watch. “Your phone,” he said, holding out his hand.

“What?”

“Give me your phone, Elara. From now on, you use the encrypted device my security team provided. Your old contacts are being vetted. Any communication with outside parties goes through my assistant.”

“That wasn't in the contract,” I said. My pulse sped up. My old phone contained the encrypted files I’d spent three years stealing—the beginning of the forensic trail that would lead back to his mother’s embezzlement.

“The contract has a clause regarding corporate security and the protection of the Sterling image,” Caspian said. He didn't lower his hand. “I am the CEO. I am your husband. I don’t ask twice.”

I reached into my bag and pulled out the phone. I hadn’t expected him to move this fast. I handed it to him. He dropped it into his pocket without a word.

“You’re very focused on control, Caspian,” I said.

“Control is the only thing that keeps this company from falling apart,” he replied. The elevator dinged. The doors opened to the underground garage where a fleet of black SUVs waited. “And you are now a part of this company.”

Beatrice Sterling was standing by the middle car. She was fifty-eight, but she had the posture of a woman in her twenties. Her hair was pulled back into a tight bun. She wore a cream-colored suit that looked like it cost a fortune. She didn't smile when she saw us. She simply looked at me, her eyes scanning my face for any sign of weakness.

“The bride arrives,” Beatrice said. Her voice was low and clear. “I hope you understand the gravity of this day, Elara. You are not just marrying my son. You are becoming a pillar of the Sterling legacy.”

“I understand perfectly, Beatrice,” I said.

I felt her hand on my arm. Her grip was surprisingly strong. She leaned in close, the scent of her floral perfume filling my lungs. “Do not fail him. Do not fail me. We do not tolerate mistakes in this family.”

Caspian opened the car door. He didn't offer me a hand to help me in. He waited until I was seated and then climbed in beside me. Beatrice took the front seat next to the driver.

As the SUV pulled out of the garage and into the bright afternoon sun, I looked at the back of Caspian’s head. He was reading something on his tablet, his thumb scrolling through data with mechanical precision.

I was inside. That was what mattered. I had signed the papers and given up my freedom, but I had gained access to the heart of the Sterling empire.

We arrived at the courthouse. The sidewalk was lined with photographers. The flashes started the moment the door opened. Caspian stepped out first. He waited for a beat, then reached back and took my hand.

His skin was warm, but his grip was firm, almost tight enough to hurt. He pulled me close to his side. To the cameras, it looked like an intimate gesture. To me, it felt like a warning.

“Smile, Elara,” he whispered near my ear. “Look like you’re happy to be saved.”

I looked up at him and forced my lips to curve. I looked into the lenses of the cameras, knowing these photos would be on every financial site by the evening. I wasn't being saved. I was a spy in a wedding dress.

We walked up the steps. The ceremony was a blur of legal jargon and a judge who looked like he wanted to be anywhere else. We didn't exchange vows of love. We exchanged signatures on more documents.

When the judge told Caspian he could kiss the bride, I felt a surge of panic. Caspian didn't hesitate. He took my face in his hands. His fingers were long and calloused. He leaned down and pressed his lips to mine.

It wasn't a soft kiss. It was a claim. It lasted exactly three seconds, long enough for the cameras to capture it, and then he pulled away. His eyes were unreadable.

“Welcome to the family,” he said.

We walked back out to the car. The noise of the crowd was louder now. People were shouting questions about the merger and the Vance debt. Caspian ignored them all. He shielded me with his body as we got back into the SUV.

Once the doors were shut and the noise was muffled by the bulletproof glass, Caspian let go of my hand. He went back to his tablet immediately.

“We’re going to the penthouse,” he said to the driver. “I have a conference call with London at six. Elara, your things have already been moved. Mrs. Halloway will show you to your suite.”

“My suite?” I asked. “We’re not sharing a room?”

Caspian looked up from his screen. He looked at me as if I had asked a very stupid question. “This is a strategic alliance, not a romance. You will have your own wing. You will be expected to attend all formal functions at my side. Otherwise, you stay out of my way.”

“Fine,” I said. “That suits me perfectly.”

“Good. Because I don't have time for a wife who requires attention.”

I looked out the window. The city was passing by in a gray blur. I had what I wanted. I was in his home. I was in his life. Now, I just had to find the Black Ledger and burn his world to the ground before he realized what I was actually doing here.

As we pulled up to the Sterling tower, the sun began to set, casting long shadows across the lobby. Caspian got out of the car and started walking toward the private elevators without looking back.

I stepped onto the sidewalk. This was my life now. I was the collateral bride, the girl who had traded her soul to destroy the people who had destroyed her father. I took a deep breath and followed my husband into the dark.
2. Cubicle Warfare
The elevator doors hissed shut, sealing us in a box of brushed steel and silence. I watched the numbers climb on the digital display. Caspian didn't look at me. He didn't look at anything except the screen of his tablet, his thumb swiping through data at a speed that suggested he was looking for something specific.

I gripped the strap of my bag. The weight of the new, encrypted phone in my pocket felt like a physical anchor. He had taken my old life and replaced it with a device he controlled.

We reached the top floor. The doors opened directly into a foyer of white marble and minimalist furniture. A woman stood there, her hands folded in front of her. She wore a dark suit and had her gray hair pulled back into a tight bun.

“Welcome home, Mr. Sterling,” she said. Her voice was steady and lacked any warmth. “Mrs. Sterling.”

“Mrs. Halloway, show Elara to the West Wing,” Caspian said. He didn't stop walking. He headed toward a set of double doors that I assumed led to his office. “Elara, I leave at six. Be in the foyer at five-thirty.”

“I’m starting tomorrow?” I asked. I moved to follow him, but Mrs. Halloway stepped into my path.

“Mr. Sterling’s schedule is not open for debate,” she said.

Caspian didn't turn around. He disappeared through the doors and the lock clicked into place. I stood in the middle of the foyer, a bride of three hours, left alone with a housekeeper who looked at me like I was an interesting specimen under a microscope.

“This way, please,” Mrs. Halloway said.

I followed her down a long corridor. The walls were lined with art that looked more like financial investments than something meant to be enjoyed. My suite was at the very end. It was larger than my entire apartment. The bed was covered in white linens, and a walk-in closet was already filled with rows of blazers and skirts in neutral tones.

“Your belongings were vetted and moved this afternoon,” she explained. “Dinner will be served in the small dining room at eight. Mr. Sterling will not be joining you.”

“Does he ever join anyone for dinner?” I asked.

“He works,” she replied. She turned to leave. “I suggest you rest. The first day at the Sterling Group is difficult for everyone.”

I didn't rest. As soon as the door closed, I began to examine the room. I checked the vents, the underside of the desk, and the back of the headboard. I didn't find any cameras, but that didn't mean they weren't there. Caspian was a man who lived in a panopticon; he wouldn't leave his own home unmonitored.

I spent the night staring at the ceiling, thinking about the 16th birthday party. I could still see the blue and white balloons. I could still see the look on my father’s face when the men in suits walked through the front door. He hadn't looked surprised. He had looked tired.

I wouldn't be tired. I would be the thing that finally broke the Sterling name.

At five-thirty the next morning, I was in the foyer. I wore a charcoal blazer that felt like a suit of armor. Caspian was already there, checking his watch. He wore a navy suit and silver cufflinks that caught the morning light. He looked at me, his eyes moving from my shoes to my hair.

“You’re punctual,” he said. “That’s a start.”

We didn't speak in the car. The SUV moved through the early morning traffic of the city. Caspian remained focused on his tablet, his scarred hands moving with a calculated precision. I watched the way he held the device. He gripped it with a tension that suggested he was holding back a great deal of force.

When we arrived at the Sterling Group headquarters, the lobby was a cathedral of glass and black granite. Security guards straightened their backs as we approached. Caspian didn't slow down for the gates; they opened automatically as he neared.

We took a private elevator to the executive floor. Instead of the wide, open spaces of the lower levels, this floor was a maze of glass-walled offices. Caspian led me to a small office directly adjacent to his own. The walls were clear glass. If I looked to my right, I could see his desk.

“This is your workspace,” he said.

“I’m in a glass box?” I asked.

“I need to see what you are doing,” Caspian replied. He walked into his office and sat down. He didn't look at me as he spoke. “Your login credentials are on the desk. You have been assigned to the audit of the southeast supply chain. I want a report on my desk by noon.”

“The supply chain?” I sat down in the leather chair. The desk was empty except for a high-end laptop and a stack of physical files. “I’m a forensic accountant. I should be looking at the internal ledgers.”

“You will look at what I tell you to look at,” he said. He tapped a key on his keyboard. “The supply chain has discrepancies. Find them.”

He pulled a remote from his pocket and pressed a button. The glass wall between our offices darkened until it was opaque. He had shut me out with the flick of a finger.

I opened the laptop. The system was locked down tight. I spent the next four hours digging through shipping manifests and customs declarations. It was tedious work, but I saw what he was doing. He was testing me. He wanted to see if I had the patience for the grind or if I would start poking around the restricted servers immediately.

I stayed focused on the manifests. At eleven-forty-five, I found it. A series of payments to a company called 'Vesper Logistics' that didn't appear in the master vendor list. The amounts were small, but the frequency was high.

I printed the summary and walked out of my office. I didn't knock. I pushed the door to his office open.

Caspian was on the phone. He looked up, his expression hardening. He held up a hand, silencing me. He finished his sentence in Mandarin and hung up.

“I don't remember inviting you in,” he said.

“Vesper Logistics,” I said, laying the paper on his desk. “They’ve been siphoning off approximately four hundred thousand dollars a month for the last three years. It’s hidden in the fuel surcharges.”

Caspian looked at the paper. He didn't look surprised. He looked at me.

“It took you four hours,” he said. “My previous auditor took six months to miss it.”

“Maybe you should hire better people,” I said.

“I did,” he said. He stood up and walked around the desk. He stopped inches from me. He was tall enough that I had to tilt my head back to maintain eye contact. “Now, do the same for the 2008 internal records. The ones involving the Vance accounts.”

My heart skipped. This was it. He was giving me the keys to the kingdom.

“Why?” I asked, trying to keep my voice flat.

“Because someone in this company is trying to frame me for the same thing they did to your father,” Caspian said. “And I think you’re the only person motivated enough to find out who it is.”

He leaned closer. I could see the fine lines around his eyes.

“Don't make me
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