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Prologue
I sat at my drafting table and looked at the blueprint of the Thorne-Blackwood spire. The lines were black and straight. My fingers were covered in ink. I did not move when the heavy door to my office opened. I knew the sound of those shoes. They were expensive leather. They clicked against the marble floor with a specific rhythm.

My father, Arthur Vance, stopped three feet behind my chair. I could hear his breathing. It was slow and controlled. He did not speak for a full minute. He wanted me to turn around first. He wanted me to acknowledge his presence. I kept my eyes on the ink on the paper.

"The car is waiting in the basement, Elara," he said. His voice was loud in the small room. "We are going to the airport. Your mother is already there."

I did not look at him. "I have work to finish. The Westside project needs these revisions by morning."

"The project has been reassigned," he said. I heard the sound of paper moving. He placed a manila folder on the edge of my table. It covered the corner of my drawing. "These are the admission papers for the facility in Vermont. You stayed there before. They have a room ready for you. You need to rest."

I turned my head. The folder was thick. I saw the logo of the sanitarium on the top page. It was the same place where I spent eighteen months of my life. The windows there did not open. The doors stayed locked from the outside. The doctors there listened to my father, not to me.

"I am not sick, Arthur," I said. I used his first name because he did not deserve the other one. "I know why you want me gone. I saw the data from the clinical trials. I saw what happened to the patients in the third phase."

His face did not change. He had no expression. "You are confused. That is part of your condition. The doctors will help you understand that those records do not exist."

"I made copies," I said. I reached into my pocket and felt the small plastic shape of a flash drive. "I have the Vance Protocol. Every document. Every email you sent to the board about the vaccine failures. If I go to that car, my lawyer will send the files to the federal regulators."

Arthur stepped closer. He was a large man. He used his physical size to occupy the space around me. He reached for the desk lamp and turned it off. The room became dim. "You are a Vance, Elara. You will not destroy this company. You will not destroy me."

"I am an illegitimate Vance," I said. "You reminded me of that every day for twenty-six years. I have no loyalty to your company. I only want my life. I want to stay out of that hospital."

He reached for my arm. His grip was tight. I felt his thumb press into the bone of my wrist. I did not pull away. I looked at his hand. "If you take me by force, the files go live in ten minutes. I set a timer on my computer. I have to enter a code every thirty minutes to stop the upload. If I am in a car on the way to the airport, I cannot enter the code."

He let go of my arm. He looked at the computer on my desk. "You think you are smart. You think you can win a war against me."

"I am not trying to win a war," I said. "I am trying to survive you."

I stood up. I grabbed my coat from the chair. I walked past him. He did not move to stop me. He stood by the drafting table in the dark. I walked out of the office and down the hallway. I did not take the elevator to the basement where his car was waiting. I took the stairs to the ground floor.

I walked out of the Vance Holdings building. The night air was sixty degrees. I hailed a taxi. I told the driver to go to the Thorne-Blackwood headquarters. It was ten blocks away. It was the tallest building in the city. It belonged to the man my father hated the most.

I paid the driver and stepped onto the sidewalk. The lobby of the Thorne-Blackwood building was lit with white lights. Two security guards stood at the front desk. They wore black uniforms. I walked toward them. My heart beat against my ribs. I felt the sweat on my palms.

"I need to see Silas Thorne," I told the guard on the left. I showed him my Vance ID badge. "Tell him Elara Vance is here. Tell him I have the Vance Protocol."

The guard looked at my badge and then at my face. He picked up a phone and spoke. He nodded twice. "Mr. Thorne will see you on the penthouse floor. Please step into the silver elevator."

I walked to the elevator. The doors closed. The lift moved upward quickly. I felt the pressure in my ears. I stood in the center of the small space. I looked at my reflection in the metal door. My eyes looked tired. There were ink stains on my chin. I looked like a woman who was running for her life.

The doors opened. The penthouse was a large open space with windows from the floor to the ceiling. Silas Thorne sat at a long table made of dark wood. He did not have any papers on the table. He had a single laptop and a glass of water. He wore a white shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows.

I saw the scars on his forearms. They were straight lines that ran from his wrists toward his elbows. He did not try to hide them. He looked at me. His eyes were the color of slate. He did not smile. He did not stand up.

"You are a long way from home, Elara," he said. His voice was low and steady. It had no emotion in it. "Arthur usually keeps you in the basement of his design firm."

"I am not going back there," I said. I walked toward the table. I stopped five feet away from him. "He tried to put me in the sanitarium again tonight."

Silas leaned back in his chair. He watched me move. He looked at the ink on my fingers. "Why come to me? I am not your friend. I am the man who is trying to put your father out of business."

"That is exactly why I am here," I said. I took the flash drive out of my pocket and put it on the table. "The board of directors is meeting tomorrow. They want to trigger the Morality Clause in your contract. They think you are too aggressive. They think your public image is a risk to the merger."

Silas did not look at the drive. He kept his eyes on me. "I know what the board thinks."

"They want you to have a family," I said. "They want you to look like a man who has something to lose. They want a wife who has a name that people trust. A Vance name."

Silas stood up. He was taller than my father. He moved with a slow, deliberate pace. He walked around the table until he was standing in front of me. I could smell the soap he used. It was a simple scent. He did not wear cologne.

"You are offering me a marriage," he said. It was not a question. "You want my protection. You want to use my security and my lawyers to keep Arthur away from you."

"Yes," I said. "A Strategic Spousal Partnership. One year. I give you the name you need for the merger. I give you the Vance Protocol. You give me a place to live where my father cannot enter."

Silas reached out. He did not touch me. He moved his hand close to my face and then stopped. He looked at the ink on my skin. "I do not do things halfway, Elara. If we do this, you live here. You follow my rules. I monitor your phone. I monitor your location. I need to know everything about you."

"Information is intimacy," I said, repeating the phrase I had heard about his philosophy. "I know your doctrine, Silas."

"It is not a doctrine," he said. "It is a requirement. I do not trust people. I trust data. If you marry me, you become part of my data set. I will protect you because you belong to me. Not because I care about your well-being."

"I don't need you to care," I said. "I need you to be a fortress. I can provide the rest."

Silas picked up the flash drive from the table. He held it between his thumb and forefinger. He looked at it for a moment and then put it in his pocket. "I have a lawyer on the twenty-fourth floor. He has a contract ready for situations like this. We will sign it tonight. We will go to the courthouse in the morning."

He walked back to his desk and picked up his phone. He dialed a number. "Call the board," he said into the phone. "Tell them the search is over. I found my wife."

He hung up and looked at me again. The light from the city reflected off the glass behind him. He looked like a man made of stone. "Go to the guest suite. My assistant will bring you clothes. Do not leave this floor without me."

I nodded. I felt a weight leave my shoulders, but a new one took its place. I had escaped one cage. I had just walked into another one. But this cage had a lock that I chose myself. I turned and walked toward the hallway he pointed to. I did not look back at him. I could feel his eyes on me. He was watching the way I walked. He was already collecting his data.

1. The Ghost in the Penthouse
I pressed my thumb against the glass scanner. It turned green. The door to Silas Thorne’s penthouse slid back without a sound.

I stepped inside. The air was dry. It smelled of nothing. No flowers, no dust, no signs of the people who lived here. My sneakers left grey smudges on the white marble floor. I looked down at my hands. Black ink from my drafting pens stained my cuticles. My nails were bitten down to the quick.

Silas Thorne stood by the floor-to-ceiling window. He did not turn around when I entered. He wore a black dress shirt with the sleeves rolled up to his elbows. I saw the surgical scars on his forearms. They were thin, pale lines that cut through his tanned skin. He held a glass of clear liquid. He did not drink it.

“The security code is changed,” he said. His voice was level. “Your biometrics are the only ones registered now, besides mine.”

“My father will look here first,” I said. I clutched the manila folder against my chest. The edges of the paper were soft from my grip. “He knows you hate him. He thinks I’m a weapon you’ll use against him.”

Silas turned. He looked at my face. He looked at the dark circles under my eyes. He looked at the way I stood with my shoulders hunched. He did not move closer.

“You are a weapon,” Silas said. “But you are also the solution to a very specific legal problem I have. My board of directors requires a wife. They want a woman with a legacy name to offset my reputation. You have the name Vance. Even if you are the daughter they tried to erase.”

I walked to the kitchen island. It was a single block of grey stone. I put the folder down on the surface. “I spent eighteen months in the sanitarium because of what is in this folder. My father had me committed because I found the data on the vaccines. He will not stop until he has this back and I am behind a locked door again.”

Silas walked toward me. He stopped three feet away. He was taller than I remembered. He smelled of soap and a faint metallic scent. He reached out and touched the edge of the folder.

“I know about the sanitarium,” Silas said. “I know about the three times you tried to escape. I know about the architectural awards you won under a pseudonym before they caught you.”

I pulled my hands back. “You’ve been watching me.”

“I watch everything that affects my interests,” he said. “Information is the only way to ensure I never lose control. I need to know your movements, your fears, and your habits. If we are married, your survival is my priority. Not because I care about you, Elara. Because my merger fails if you disappear.”

I looked at the scars on his arms again. I thought about the stories of how he grew up. He had fought his way out of poverty to take over Thorne-Blackwood. He was not a man who understood comfort. He was a man who understood leverage.

“A Strategic Spousal Partnership,” I said. “One year. I get your legal protection and your security team. You get my name on the marriage certificate to satisfy your board.”

“And the Vance Protocol,” Silas added. He tapped the folder. “I keep the original in my vault. It stays off the cloud. It stays out of your hands so you don’t do something reckless like trying to leak it before the merger is finalized.”

I shook my head. “No. I keep the file.”

“You are shaking, Elara,” he said. He pointed at my hands.

I looked down. My fingers were trembling. I moved them to the pockets of my jacket.

“I’m tired,” I said. “I haven’t slept for more than two hours at a time since I left the facility.”

“There is a bedroom at the end of the hall,” Silas said. He did not offer to take my bag. He did not offer a hand. “It has a deadbolt. There are no cameras inside the room. There are sensors on the windows that will alert me if they are opened. You are safe here because I have more money than your father, and I have a better security staff.”

I picked up the folder. I didn’t trust his promises. I didn't trust the way he watched me. He didn't look at me with pity. He looked at me the way a technician looks at a complex machine. He was trying to figure out where I would break.

“Why do you have those scars?” I asked.

Silas looked at his forearms. He didn't hide them. “The poverty I grew up in was physical. These are the marks of where I came from. They remind me that I can be cut, but I don't have to stay down.”

I moved toward the hallway. The penthouse felt too big. The white walls were bright.

“One more thing,” Silas said.

I stopped. I didn't turn around.

“The Morality Clause is strict,” he said. “We will have to be seen together. We will have to appear as though this was a choice made of passion, not necessity. My board will send investigators. They will check if we share a bed. They will check if we know each other's secrets.”

“I don't have many secrets left,” I said. “My father took most of them when he put me in that place.”

“Then we will make new ones,” Silas said.

I went into the bedroom. I locked the deadbolt. I pushed a heavy chair in front of the door. I knew Silas could probably bypass the lock if he wanted to. He owned the building. He owned the air I was breathing.

I sat on the edge of the bed. The sheets were silk. They felt cold against my skin. I opened the folder and checked the pages. The data was all there. The chemical structures, the failed trials, the signatures from my father authorizing the distribution of the tainted batches anyway.

I heard a noise in the hallway. It was the sound of Silas’s footsteps. They were heavy and rhythmic. He walked past my door and into his own room.

I lay down on top of the covers. I didn't take off my shoes. I held the folder to my chest. I looked at the ceiling. There was a small red light in the corner. A smoke detector. Or a camera. Silas said there were no cameras in the room, but he was a man who lived by the philosophy that information was intimacy.

I closed my eyes. For the first time in months, I didn't hear the sound of the nurses' carts in the hallway. I didn't hear the screams from the rooms downstairs. I only heard the sound of the air conditioning humming in the walls.

I woke up three hours later. The room was dark. I reached for the folder, but my hands were empty.

I sat up fast. The chair was still in front of the door. The deadbolt was still engaged.

But the folder was gone.

I stood up and pulled the chair away. I unlocked the door and ran into the living room.

Silas was sitting at the kitchen island. The folder was open in front of him. He was reading the pages. He had a tablet next to him, and he was typing something into a secure server.

“I told you I keep the file,” he said. He didn't look up.

“I locked the door,” I said. My heart was hitting my ribs. “How did you get in?”

“I have the master key,” he said. “I waited until your heart rate slowed to a sleeping rhythm. Your watch is synced to my system. I knew exactly when you fell into deep sleep.”

He looked up then. His eyes were flat.

“You gave this to me when you walked through that door, Elara. That was the trade. You don't get to keep your secrets and my protection. Pick one.”

I walked toward him. I tried to grab the folder, but he caught my wrist. His grip was tight. His skin was hot. I looked at his surgical scars. They were close now.

“Let go,” I said.

“You’re safe,” he said. He didn't let go. “But you are not in charge. Remember that tomorrow when we go to the courthouse. You are the unwanted heiress who found a husband. I am the man who saved you. That is the story we are telling the world.”

I looked at the black ink on my fingers and then at his clean, scarred hands. I stopped pulling away. I didn't have anywhere else to go.

“Fine,” I said.

“Good,” Silas said. He released my wrist. “Go back to sleep, Elara. We have a wedding in eight hours.”
2. A Contract of Shadows
Silas walked away from the kitchen island, his footsteps heavy on the polished concrete floor. He didn't look back to see if I was following. He knew I had no choice. I looked at the folder on the counter. The edges were slightly frayed from the months I had spent hiding it under floorboards and inside ventilation shafts. Now, it sat in the open, under the glare of his recessed lighting.

I followed him into a room that looked like a high-tech command center. Screens covered the walls. Some showed stock tickers, others showed security feeds of the building’s perimeter. One screen displayed a series of biometric charts. I recognized my name at the top of the data set. The line representing my heart rate was still jagged and high.

Silas picked up a glass of water from a side table and drank it. He looked at the biometric screen and then at me. He didn't offer me any water. He didn't offer me a seat. He simply pointed at a digital tablet resting on a sleek, black desk.

“The contract is loaded,” he said. “Read it. You have twenty minutes before the legal team verifies the digital signatures. The courthouse appointment is set for 10:00 AM.”

I walked to the desk. My legs felt heavy, as if I were walking through deep water. I picked up the tablet. The document was titled 'Strategic Spousal Partnership Agreement.' It wasn't a marriage license. It was a merger of assets and identities.

I scrolled through the first few pages. Clause 4.2: The Party of the Second Part, Elara Vance, shall grant the Party of the First Part, Silas Thorne, full use of her name and familial history for the purpose of corporate branding and stock stabilization. Clause 4.3: In exchange, the Party of the First Part shall provide total physical security, legal immunity from Vance Holdings, and the permanent suppression of all psychiatric records held by the St. Jude Sanctuary.

“One year,” I said. My voice was raspy. I cleared my throat and tried again. “The outline said one year.”

“Three hundred and sixty-five days from the moment the judge signs the certificate,” Silas said. He was standing by the window now, looking out at the city. The lights reflected off his suit jacket. “After that, you receive a lump sum payment and a new identity in any country of your choosing. You will be dead to Arthur Vance. Truly dead this time.”

I looked down at the tablet. “And the file? The Vance Protocol?”

“It stays in my vault,” Silas said. He turned around. His face was in shadow, but his eyes caught the light from the screens. “If you fulfill your end of the contract, I use it to dismantle your father’s distribution network. If you break the contract, I return the file to him. He will know you were the one who stole it. He will know exactly where to find you.”

It wasn't a partnership. It was a
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