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    First Edition


Prologue

	Julian Ashford paid a fortune to marry me.

	After the wedding, he spoiled me. He shielded me. He held me up like something precious.

	I really believed he loved me.

	I believed it until the day I fell in love with him too, until the day I told him I was carrying his child — and the man who had built his entire marriage around protecting me shoved me away.

	The baby was gone before the night was over.

	Julian looked at me through his teeth, every syllable falling like a stone:

	"Why couldn't it have been you, Maren Holloway?"

	Every ounce of tenderness he'd ever shown me had been a performance.

	After I learned the truth, I killed myself.

	After I died, he finally realized he had been hating the wrong woman the whole time. He sat on the floor with my old sweater pressed to his face and sobbed until he couldn't breathe.

	


Chapter 1

	"Maren, sweetheart. The Ashfords have agreed. If you marry Julian, they'll let this whole thing drop."

	The pressure behind my nose surged. "Mom… but Mason was the one who did this. Why is it —"

	"Why is it me who has to fix it?"

	Her face went hard in a heartbeat. "Maren Holloway. Are you trying to put your little brother in prison?"

	"You forget who you are. You're a Holloway. Every meal you've ever eaten, every dress you've ever worn, your father and I have paid for."

	"Without us, what are you? Just another nobody nobody pretends to admire."

	But Mom. Nobody ever pretended to admire me. The other girls just whispered behind my back about the unfavored Holloway daughter.

	Mason and I were twins. They chose to deliver me first.

	They wanted me to be the older sister. They wanted Mason — born seven minutes later — to be the baby of the family.

	That word, older sister, became the chain I dragged through my entire childhood.

	When Mason took my toys, I was the older sister. I was supposed to share.

	When Mason wanted me to play checkers and I said no, I was the older sister. I was supposed to indulge him.

	When Mason wanted to climb on my back and play horsey, and I said no, they told me I was being selfish. Couldn't I let my little brother have his fun?

	So that maybe — maybe — they would love me a little, I knelt on the carpet on

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


Chapter 2

	I stood there frozen. Tears welled up slowly and then began to fall, one after the other, onto the marble floor.

	I didn't want to cry, because crying wouldn't change anything. Mom would still make me marry a stranger.

	A glass crashed against the floor at my feet. Pieces sprayed out and one of them caught the side of my calf. Blood welled up and ran in a thin line down my ankle.

	"What is there to cry about, Maren? The Ashfords are the wealthiest family in this state. Julian is their only son. Every single thing they own will be his. You're going to live like a queen. What do you have to be upset about?"

	"Half the women in Boston have been trying to marry that man for years. He's brilliant. He's never been seen with anyone. A man like that — be grateful."

	I knew there was no way out. I'd been swallowing my voice for so long I had forgotten where I'd left it.

	I closed my eyes. "Mom. I'll do it. I'll marry him. Is that what you wanted to hear?"

	She walked over and patted my shoulder, suddenly warm again. "There. I knew you were a good girl."

	The woman who had thrown a glass at me thirty seconds ago was gone.

	"Does your leg hurt?" She shouted up the stairs. "Linda — bring the first aid kit, Maren's cut herself."

	It turned out she'd seen the blood the whole time. She'd just been waiting for me to break.

	The moment I broke, the moment I gave in, then — and only then — would she pour out a teaspoon of affection on me.

	My brother was the center of their universe.

	Mason had assaulted some guy who'd slept with his girlfriend. He'd hired some friends to beat the man half to death.

	Except the friends had grabbed the wrong man. They had beaten Julian Ashford.

	And the Ashfords were not the kind of family that let things go.

	They were going to make sure Mason spent his life in prison. He was the family's only son — my parents would have died to keep him out of a cell.

	I didn't understand why the Ashfords had specifically asked for me.

	Julian Ashford had no shortage of options. If he so much as let it be known he was looking, every eligible woman within five hundred miles would have lined up.

	


Chapter 3

	The Ashfords signed a letter of forgiveness. Mason got one year, suspended. He was out.

	We all had to go pick him up.

	He swaggered through the doors of the courthouse like a small-time gangster.

	"Sis. You owe me, you know. If it weren't for me, you'd never get to be Mrs. Ashford."

	I said, flatly, "If you love the Ashfords so much, why don't you marry Julian?"

	"Maren! Don't be ridiculous. Your brother can't marry Julian Ashford."

	"Mom, what if Julian Ashford is into men?"

	Her palm cracked across my back. "Watch your mouth. Your brother is going to give me grandsons."

	Mason smirked at me from the front seat.

	I turned and looked out the window.

	"You're about to graduate, aren't you?" she said.

	I had no idea what she was driving at. I nodded.

	"Once you're an Ashford, there's no need to bother with a job. You stay home, you keep house, you give that family a son — that's how you secure your position."

	I frowned. "Mom, I love what I studied. I want to teach."

	"Teach? How much do teachers even make? Your job is to give the Ashfords a baby."

	I went quiet. It didn't matter what she said. I would work. I refused to spend my life as a woman who waited for a man to come home.

	"Your father has already arranged it. The two families are meeting the day after tomorrow."

	I rolled down every window in the car. When the wind hit my face, full force, I felt — for one brief second — something like freedom.

	"Maren, I'm freezing. Roll up the window," Mason whined.

	"Maren, your brother is going to catch cold. Roll the window up."

	"Yes, Mom."

	


Chapter 4

	The morning of the meeting, my mother pulled out a couture dress and a diamond necklace.

	The funny thing about it: our family wasn't quite Ashford money, but we ran in those same circles. We had real wealth.

	I had spent my life in clothes from the clearance rack at department stores. My brother wore custom Tom Ford.

	That was part of why I had no friends. None of the other rich girls wanted to be seen with the unfavored Holloway daughter.

	"Maren, your father bought this necklace for you at auction. It was a few hundred thousand. Try it on."

	"Mom. You don't have to."

	If Julian Ashford didn't like me, maybe I could get out of the marriage.

	"Don't be silly. This is a very important occasion."

	I didn't ask why my eighteenth birthday hadn't been an important occasion. Why she had let me show up in a sweater that day.

	When we pulled up to the restaurant, I saw him for the first time.

	After I'd learned my fate, I'd looked him up online.

	Julian Ashford had graduated from MIT at twenty-three and come home to take over as CEO of the Heyne Group. At twenty-five he'd been promoted to chairman, and in two years he'd doubled the company's stock price.

	He'd overtaken the Camden Group and made the Ashfords the wealthiest family in the state.

	He had a reputation for being a monk. No public relationships. Not a hint of scandal.

	A man this controlled, I thought, has someone he loves locked up somewhere private.

	He opened the passenger door for my mother. "Mrs. Holloway. Mr. Holloway."

	My mother's smile started at the curb and didn't end for the rest of the meal. "We've kept you waiting. What a lovely young man."

	My father nodded approvingly.

	"Not at all, ma'am."

	Mason came around the car and grinned at him. "Hey, brother-in-law."

	Julian nodded politely and then turned to me.

	"You must be Maren."

	His voice was like clear water running over stones in a quiet forest. Low. Soft. Refined.

	"Yes."

	"Hi. Julian Ashford. Maren Holloway."

	He smiled at me, briefly. "Let's go up."

	At the table they negotiated the bride price.

	When my father, with absolute brazenness, asked for ten percent of Julian's Stargate project, I went very still.

	I knew what Stargate was. My father had only gotten his foot in the door of that project because of this marriage. Before this, the Ashfords hadn't considered the Holloways worth meeting.

	Stargate was a four-family consortium. The Ashfords held the largest share. We held thirteen percent. The Shaws held the second-largest stake.

	If the Ashfords gave us another ten percent, we would tie with the Shaws.

	The balance of power in that boardroom would shift. The vote structure would shift.

	We owed the Ashfords. Not the other way around. How could my father even —

	The private room went silent.

	I looked across the table at Julian. I tried, with my eyes, to beg him to say no.

	He caught my look.

	He smiled at me. Reassuring. Quiet. "Yes. We'll do it."

	"Julian, you —" his father started.

	"Dad. I've made up my mind." The conviction in his voice left no room for argument.

	His father exhaled and said nothing.

	I felt dizzy. Why? Why would he sacrifice this much for me?
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