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Prologue
The organist stopped playing ten minutes ago. The silence in St. Jude’s is heavy. It doesn't feel like a church anymore. It feels like a courtroom where the sentence is being delayed.

I am standing at the altar. My feet ache in heels I chose because Julian liked the way they made me look next to him. Now, they just feel like weight on the marble floor.

I don't look back at the three hundred guests. I don't want to see the pity or the phones recording my humiliation. Instead, I look at the front pew on the right.

Silas Vane is there.

He shouldn't be. He wasn't on the guest list. He is the reason Julian spent the last six months losing sleep. He is the man who stripped Thorne Logistics of three major shipping routes in a single quarter.

Silas isn't wearing a tuxedo. He is in a charcoal suit that is stiff and formal. He isn't whispering like the others. He is just watching me. His eyes are steady. They stay on my face, ignoring the lace of my dress.

A jagged line of red skin runs from his jaw down into his collar. He stays still while the rest of the room moves with nervous energy.

My mother is in the front pew on the left. She has already reached for the flask she keeps in her clutch. I can hear the soft click of the metal cap. I spent twenty years hiding her drinking. Today, I cannot move my head to stop her.

"He isn't coming, Elena."

The voice belongs to Arthur Thorne, Julian’s father. He has stepped up beside me. He isn't looking at me. He is looking at the heavy oak doors at the back of the cathedral. His face is grey.

"He will be here," I say. My voice is thin. It sounds like a child's voice.

"He left the city," Arthur says. He moves closer, his voice dropping so only I can hear. "The accounts are empty. He took the cash from the Vance merger. He is gone."

The air in the cathedral stays the same temperature, but I feel a sudden chill on the back of my neck.

If the marriage does not happen by sunset, the Iron Clause triggers.

I know the maritime laws. I wrote the logistics framework for this merger. The clause states that if the contract is broken by a failure to marry, the secondary creditor can seize the assets of the defaulting party.

Vance Shipping is the defaulting party because we provided the collateral.

I look at Silas Vane again. He stands up. He does not rush. He moves with a slight hitch in his right leg, a reminder of the fire Julian caused years ago.

He walks toward the altar. The guests go quiet. The only sound is the tap of his leather soles on the stone.

He stops three feet away from me. He is taller than Julian. He is broader. He smells like soap and the metallic scent of the docks.

"Arthur," Silas says. His voice is deep. It isn't loud, but it fills the space.

Julian’s father flinches. "This isn't the time, Silas."

"It is exactly the time," Silas says. He finally looks away from me to look at Arthur. "The deadline for the Thorne-Vance credit line is in four hours. The banks will call the debt. You do not have the cash. Julian took it."

Arthur’s hands are shaking. He looks at me, then back at Silas. "We can find a way."

"There is no way," Silas says. He turns his attention back to me. "Unless the bride finds a new groom."

I stare at him. My pulse is visible in the reflection of his polished shoes. "You want the fleet."

"I want everything Julian tried to take," Silas says. "I want the name he thought he could ruin. And I want the only thing he actually valued."

He steps closer. I can see the texture of the scar on his neck. It is rough.

"The Iron Clause does not care who the husband is," Silas says. "It only cares that the contract is signed and the merger is sealed by marriage."

"I am not a piece of equipment to be seized," I say.

"You are a strategist, Elena," Silas counters. "Look at the situation. Your father will go to prison for the money Julian took. Your mother will lose the house. The Vance name will be removed from the port."

He holds out a hand. It is steady. "Or you walk out of here with me. We go to the clerk’s office. We sign the papers. You keep your name. You keep your father’s legacy. And I get my revenge."

I look at the doors. They stay closed. Julian is not coming to save me. He was using me while he packed his bags.

I look at my mother, who is now staring at the stained glass. I look at Arthur, who has already given up.

Then I look at Silas Vane. He is the man who destroyed my family's profit margins for three years. He is the man Julian told me to fear.

I reach out. My white glove looks pale against his skin.

"The contract stays as we discussed?" I ask.

"Every word," Silas says.

I take his hand. His grip is firm. It is the first thing that has felt solid all day.

"Let's go," I say.

We walk down the aisle together. We do not look at the guests. We do not look at the flowers. We walk past the empty space where Julian should have been standing.

Outside, the wind hits us. It is cold and smells of salt and diesel. It is the smell of the docks where I grew up.

Silas leads me to a black SUV. He opens the door for me.

"You are making a mistake," Arthur Thorne yells from the cathedral steps.

Silas does not look back. He waits for me to slide into the seat. The train of my gown bunches up around my legs. The fabric is expensive and useless.

Silas gets in beside me. The door shuts, cutting off the sound of the city.

"I know what you think of me," Silas says as the driver pulls away.

"I think you are a man who never misses an opportunity," I say. I am looking at the ring on my finger. A Thorne diamond. I pull it off and drop it into the cup holder.

"I am the man who is going to stop the bank from seizing your ships," Silas says.

He does not look at me with kindness. He looks at me like a problem he finally solved.

"Just remember, Elena," he adds. "I am not Julian. I do not play games."

"Good," I say, meeting his gaze. "Because I am tired of losing."

1. The Weight of White Silk
The organist stopped playing five minutes ago.

The silence inside St. Jude’s Cathedral was not empty. It was a physical weight. It pressed against my shoulders and made the white silk of my gown feel ten times heavier than it had during the final fitting. I stood at the altar, my hands folded over the stems of white lilies. The sap from a crushed leaf stained my lace glove. I watched the green smudge spread.

I did not turn my head. To turn would be to acknowledge the two hundred guests sitting behind me. I could hear them. The sound of shifting fabric and quiet whispers rose toward the vaulted ceiling. They were counting the minutes. I was counting the seconds.

My father, Arthur Vance, stood to my right. His face was a shade of red that looked painful. He kept reaching for his waistcoat pocket, his fingers twitching toward his gold watch. He didn't pull it out. He knew what time it was. It was twelve-fifteen. We were fifteen minutes past the start of the ceremony.

"He’s coming," my father whispered. He didn't look at me. He looked at the heavy oak doors at the end of the aisle. "The car probably had a flat. Or the traffic at the docks is backed up. Julian wouldn't do this."

I looked at the priest. The man was old and his hands were shaking slightly as he held his prayer book. He looked at me with a pity that made my stomach turn. I didn't want his pity. I wanted a logistics report. I wanted a timeline. I spent my days managing the movement of thousands of tons of freight across the Atlantic. I knew how to handle delays. But there was no manifest for a missing groom.

I shifted my weight. My left heel caught in the hem of my dress. I stood still, refusing to stumble. In the front pew on the left, a man sat alone. Silas Vane.

He was not supposed to be here. He was the CEO of Vane Corp and the primary reason the Thorne and Vance families were merging their interests. He was also the man my father called a vulture. Silas sat with his legs crossed, his dark suit perfectly tailored. A jagged scar ran from his jawline down into his collarbone, disappearing beneath his white shirt. He wasn't whispering. He wasn't checking a watch. He was looking directly at me.

Silas Vane didn't have the golden handsomeness of Julian. His face was made of hard angles and a cold, unmoving stare. He watched me with the intensity of a man observing a structural failure. He knew. I could see it in the way his mouth was set in a straight line. He knew Julian wasn't coming before I did.

My father’s phone vibrated in his pocket. The sound was loud in the quiet church. He pulled it out, his movements jerky. He read the screen, and the red drained from his face, replaced by a grey, sickly pallor. He swayed on his feet.

"Arthur?" I said. My voice was steady. I was surprised by how steady it was.

He didn't answer. He handed me the phone.

It was a text from Julian’s best man, Marcus. It was brief. He’s at the airport. He took the private jet ten minutes ago. He isn’t coming back, Arthur. He said to tell Elena he can’t be what you need him to be.

I read the words three times. I didn't cry. I didn't scream. I thought about the Iron Clause. My father had signed the merger papers this morning, contingent on the marriage being finalized by five p.m. If the ceremony didn't happen, the Vane Corporation had the legal right to seize our fleet as collateral for the debt Julian had hidden in our books.

Julian hadn't just left me. He had triggered a total financial collapse.

"Elena," my father choked out. "The ships. Everything. It’s gone. He took the money from the escrow account before he left. The embezzlement... he’s pinned it all on the Vance accounts."

I looked back at the green stain on my glove. The logic of the situation was clear. Julian was a gambler who had finally run out of luck, and he had used me as his final bet. He had fled, leaving me to face the man he hated most.

Silas Vane stood up. He didn't use the pew for support, despite the slight limp in his right leg. He walked toward the altar. The guests went silent. The only sound was the rhythmic tap of his leather shoes on the stone floor.

He stopped three feet away from me. He was tall, enough that I had to tilt my head back to meet his eyes. Close up, his eyes were a grey that reminded me of the North Atlantic before a storm. They were devoid of warmth.

"Your father is about to have a heart attack, Elena," Silas said. His voice was deep and lacked any trace of comfort. "And the bailiffs will be at your father’s office in four hours. The Iron Clause is very specific about a breach of contract."

"I know what the clause says," I said. I tightened my grip on the lilies. "I helped write the secondary terms."

"Then you know that by five o'clock, I own every vessel with the Vance name on the hull," Silas said. He looked at my father, who was leaning against the altar for support. "Unless the contract is fulfilled."

I looked at the doors. They were still closed. Julian was gone. The golden boy had vanished, leaving a trail of debt and ruined reputations.

"The contract requires a marriage between the Vance and Thorne families, or an approved proxy," I said, my mind working through the legal phrasing.

"Julian is no longer an option," Silas said. He stepped closer. I could smell the scent of unscented soap and something like salt air on him. "But the merger was always about the assets. I am the primary shareholder of the Vane-Thorne venture. I am the proxy."

My father looked up, his eyes wide. "What?"

Silas ignored him. He kept his focus on me. "I don't care about the lilies, Elena. I don't care about the white silk or the two hundred people waiting for a show. I care about the ships. And I care about destroying the man who just left you."

I felt a chill that had nothing to do with the temperature of the cathedral. "You want to marry me to get the company."

"I want to marry you because it is the only way to ensure Julian Thorne never sees a cent of the Thorne legacy again," Silas corrected. "And it is the only way your father stays out of prison for the money Julian stole. I have the papers in my car. We can be at the clerk’s office in twenty minutes. It won't be a cathedral. There won't be an organist."

I looked at my father. He looked broken. I looked at Silas Vane. He looked like a man who had been waiting for this moment for years. The scar on his face was a reminder of what Julian’s family had done to him.

This wasn't a romance. This was a salvage operation.

"Twenty minutes," I said.

I didn't wait for him to respond. I turned and walked down the aisle. I didn't look at the guests. I didn't look at the flowers. I walked toward the oak doors. I grabbed the heavy brass handles and pulled.

The light from outside was too bright. It hurt my eyes. I walked out into the air of the port city, my white silk dress dragging across the damp pavement. I heard Silas behind me.

"Wait," my father called out from inside the church.

I didn't stop. I walked to the black car waiting at the curb. Silas reached past me and opened the door. His hand was large, his fingers long and scarred at the knuckles.

"You're sure about this?" he asked. There was no kindness in the question. It was a challenge.

"I am a logistics strategist, Silas," I said, looking him in the eye. "I don't make decisions based on how I feel. I make them based on what is necessary. This is necessary."

"Good," he said. "Because I have no intention of being a gentle husband."

He gestured for me to get in. I gathered the heavy skirts of my wedding gown and climbed into the back of his car. The interior was dark and smelled of leather. I sat there, the white fabric filling the small space, a stark contrast to the black upholstery.

Silas climbed in beside me. He didn't look at me. He spoke to the driver. "The city clerk. Fast."

As the car pulled away from the cathedral, I saw my father standing on the steps, looking lost. I turned my head and looked forward.

I was still wearing the dress I had chosen for Julian. I was still wearing the veil I had picked out with my mother’s memory in mind. But the man sitting next to me was the man my family had spent a decade fighting.

I looked at the clock on the dashboard. It was twelve-thirty. In four and a half hours, I would either be a bankrupt social outcast or the wife of the most dangerous man in the shipping industry.

I pulled off the lace glove with the green stain and dropped it on the floor of the car.
2. The Vulture in the Front Pew
The glove sat on the black floor mat. The lace was white with a green stain from the cathedral lawn. I did not pick it up. My hands were empty now, and they were shaking in my lap. I pressed my palms against the heavy silk of my skirt to make them stop.

Silas did not look at the glove. He did not look at me. He stared out the tinted window at the grey buildings of the port district. His profile was a series of hard angles. The scar on his neck moved when he swallowed. It was thick and pink against his tan skin.

"He took two hundred million," Silas said. His voice was low. It didn't have any emotion in it.

I looked at him. "What?"

"Julian. He didn't just leave you at the altar, Elena. He emptied the Vance Shipping payroll accounts three hours ago. Your father doesn't know yet. If you don't marry me by five o'clock, the Iron Clause triggers. The banks will take the ships. They will take your house. They will take your father's freedom because he signed the guarantee."

I felt the blood leave my face. My skin felt cold. Julian had the passwords. He was the Chief Financial Officer. I was the strategist, the one who planned the routes and the logistics, but Julian handled the money. I had trusted him with everything.

"Why are you doing this?" I asked. "You hate the Thornes. You've fought my father for a decade. Why save us?"

Silas turned his head. His eyes were a light grey. They did not move from my face. "I am not saving your father. I am taking what belongs to the Thornes. Julian wanted this company. Now I will have it. And I will have the woman he was supposed to marry."

He reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a small black box. He didn't open it. He just held it in his hand. His knuckles were scarred. They were the hands of a man who had worked on the docks before he owned them.

The car slowed down. We were in front of a square concrete building. It had a sign that said City Clerk’s Office. There were no flowers here. There were no guests. There was just a man in a neon vest smoking a cigarette near the entrance.

"Get out," Silas said.

He opened his door and stepped onto the pavement. He didn't wait for me. He walked with a slight limp, his right leg stiff. I gathered the silk of my dress. It was too much fabric for a sidewalk. I felt the hem dragging through the dirt. I stepped out of the car and followed him.

The lobby smelled of floor wax and old coffee. A woman sat behind a glass partition. She had grey hair and wore a blue cardigan. She looked at my wedding dress, then at Silas’s suit, then back at me. She did not smile.

"We have an appointment," Silas said. "Vane."

The woman looked at a computer screen. She typed something. "Room four. The magistrate is waiting."

We walked down a narrow hallway. The walls were painted a dull yellow. My dress was so wide that it brushed against both walls as I moved. The sound of the silk was loud in the quiet hall. Silas walked ahead of me. He didn't look back to see if I was still there.

Room four was small. It had a desk, four chairs, and a flag in the corner. A man in a black robe stood behind the desk. He looked at his watch.

"You're late," the magistrate said.

"The traffic was bad," Silas said. He sat down in one of the chairs and gestured for me to sit. I couldn't. The dress was too big for the plastic chair. I stood next to the desk.

"Papers?" the magistrate asked.

Silas pulled a folder from his jacket and laid it on the desk. He also set the black box down. He opened it. Inside was a gold band. It was thick and plain. It wasn't the diamond Julian had given me. It was a piece of metal meant to signify a contract.

"Sign here, Miss Vance," the magistrate said. He pushed a document toward me.

I read the words. It was a standard marriage license, but there was an addendum attached. It was the merger agreement. It stated that upon the legal union of Silas
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