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Lena’s POV

The first thing I heard when I entered the Sterling ballroom was my husband’s voice.

Not the soft voice he used when cameras were near.

Not the calm voice he used in boardrooms when men twice his age leaned forward to listen.

This voice was cold.

Flat.

Final.

“My marriage to Lena was never love,” Dorian said. “It was a contract. When the contract ends, so does she.”

I stopped at the top of the marble stairs.

For one breath, I thought I had heard wrong.

The ballroom below me glittered with gold lights, white roses, black tuxedos, and women in gowns that cost more than the small house I grew up in. Waiters moved through the crowd with silver trays. A violin played softly near the fountain. The Sterling Foundation dinner was full of rich people who smiled with their mouths and judged with their eyes.

And in the center of it all stood my husband.

Dorian Sterling.

Tall. Beautiful. Untouchable.

The second son of the Sterling family, but the one everyone feared now.

His black suit fit his body like it had been made on him, because it had. His dark hair was pushed back. His jaw was sharp. His hand held a glass of champagne he had not touched.

Beside him stood Bianca Voss.

His ex-wife.

She wore red.

Of course she wore red.

The kind of red that made every woman in the room look twice. The kind of red that told the world she had not come to hide. Her hand rested lightly on Dorian’s arm, like she had a right to touch him.

Like I was already gone.

Calder Sterling, Dorian’s older brother, stood across from them with two board members. They were all laughing softly, but their eyes were sharp.

One of the board members said, “That is a cruel way to speak about your wife, Dorian.”

Dorian did not smile.

“It is an honest way,” he said. “Lena knew what this was from the beginning.”

Bianca tilted her head. “Some women forget the rules when they start enjoying the name.”

The men laughed.

My hand tightened on the rail.

My throat burned.

I wanted to speak. I wanted to walk down those stairs and ask my husband if my pain was another part of the contract. I wanted to ask Bianca if she had practiced that smile in the mirror before coming here to ruin me.

But my voice did what it always did when I needed it most.

It broke inside me.

A small sound came from my throat. Rough. Weak. Useless.

No one heard it.

No one ever did.

The scar on the left side of my face pulled tight as I tried to breathe. It started near my temple, crossed my cheek, and ended close to my jaw. I had covered it with makeup tonight. I had curled my hair to fall over it. I had worn the silver gown Dorian’s assistant sent to my room with a note that said, Mr. Sterling expects you at eight.

Not Dorian.

Mr. Sterling.

My husband did not invite me.

He expected me.

“Mrs. Sterling?”

I turned.

A young waiter stood beside me with a tray. His eyes moved to my scar before he looked away too fast.

“Champagne?” he asked.

I shook my head.

“Are you all right, ma’am?”

I wanted to say no.

Instead, I gave him the same small smile I gave everyone when my heart was falling apart.

He stepped back. “Of course.”

I looked down again.

Dorian had not seen me.

Bianca had.

Her eyes lifted to mine. For a moment, she did not pretend. She smiled with all her teeth.

Then she leaned closer to Dorian and brushed something from his lapel.

A wife’s gesture.

My stomach twisted.

I walked down the stairs.

Not fast.

Not running.

I would not give them that.

One step.

Then another.

Then another.

The crowd parted as I reached the ballroom floor. People looked. They always looked. Some pretended not to. Some stared openly. Some whispered behind wine glasses.

“There she is.”

“Poor thing.”

“Do you think she heard?”

“That scar is worse in person.”

“Dorian could have had anyone.”

I kept walking.

My shoes clicked against the marble. My ring felt heavy on my finger. My throat hurt from the words trapped inside it.

Bianca turned first.

“Lena,” she said, sweet as poison. “You made it.”

Dorian turned.

His eyes met mine.

For one second, something moved across his face.

Not love.

Never love.

Maybe surprise.

Maybe guilt.

Then it was gone.

“Lena,” he said. “You’re late.”

Not, Are you okay?

Not, I did not mean for you to hear that.

Not even, Come here.

Just, You’re late.

I opened my mouth.

Nothing came.

My damaged voice scraped out one broken sound.

Dorian’s eyes dropped to my throat. His jaw tightened.

Bianca stepped closer to him. “Maybe she needs water.”

I looked at her.

She smiled again. “Or maybe she needs a moment. This must be hard.”

I forced air into my lungs.

“Do not,” I whispered.

It came out rough, like broken glass dragged across stone.

Bianca blinked. “I’m sorry?”

I tried again. “Do not speak for me.”

The small group around us went quiet.

Dorian’s fingers tightened around his glass.

“Lena,” he said under his breath. “Not here.”

I turned to him.

“Not here?” I asked.

My voice shook. Each word hurt. I pushed them out anyway.

His eyes darkened. “This is a foundation dinner.”

“Yes,” I said. “Your foundation. Your guests. Your ex-wife. Your contract wife.”

A man behind Calder coughed.

Bianca’s smile faded.

Dorian stepped closer. “Lower your voice.”

I almost laughed. It came out as a bitter breath.

“My voice?” I touched my throat. “This voice?”

His face changed. “That is not what I meant.”

“What did you mean?”

“Lena.”

“No.” I shook my head. “Say it.”

Bianca placed a hand on his sleeve. “Dorian, maybe she should rest. She looks upset.”

I looked at her hand.

Then at him.

He did not move away from her fast enough.

Something inside me cracked.

I reached for the small phone in my clutch. My hands were shaking, but I opened the text app I used when my voice failed. The screen glowed in my palm.

I typed, then held it up.

Did you tell them our marriage ends when the contract ends?

Dorian read it.

His mouth became a hard line.

“Lena,” he said quietly. “We can speak about this at home.”

I typed again.

Answer me here. You said it here.

His eyes flashed.

Calder smiled behind his glass.

Bianca looked down, but I saw the pleasure in her face.

Dorian stepped close enough that only I could hear him.

“You are making this worse.”

I stared at him.

Worse?

I typed with stiff fingers.

Worse than hearing my husband tell strangers I mean nothing?

He read it.

For a moment, he looked away.

That hurt more than his words.

Because Dorian Sterling never looked away from anything.

“I did not say you mean nothing,” he said.

I forced my voice out again. “Then what do I mean?”

His silence answered first.

The violin music kept playing. Someone laughed at the far side of the room, bright and careless. Cameras flashed near the stage. The whole world went on while mine stood still.

Bianca’s voice came soft beside him.

“Dorian, people are watching.”

He looked at the crowd.

Not at me.

The last foolish part of my heart died right there.

He cared about the room.

The name.

The board.

The money.

Not me.

I nodded once.

Then I reached for my wedding ring.

Dorian’s eyes dropped to my hand.

“Lena,” he warned.

There it was.

The cold warning from the man I had married.

Not fear.

Not pain.

Control.

Always control.

I pulled the ring over my knuckle.

It stuck for one second, as if even the gold wanted to shame me. I twisted harder. My skin burned. The diamond caught the light and threw it across Bianca’s red dress.

Then the ring came free.

A woman gasped.

Dorian went still.

I placed the ring in his champagne glass.

It sank with a soft sound.

The bubbles swallowed it.

Bianca’s mouth parted.

Calder laughed once under his breath. “Well. That is new.”

Dorian’s voice dropped. “Pick it up.”

I looked at him.

He looked like a king who had just been slapped in front of his court.

“Pick it up,” he said again.

I shook my head.

His eyes burned. “Do not do this.”

I opened my phone and typed.

You already did.

I turned and walked away.

“Lena.”

I kept walking.

“Lena, stop.”

I did not stop.

The room blurred, but I did not cry. Not there. Not for them. Not for Bianca. Not for the board members who had watched me sit beside Dorian for three years like a quiet shadow.

I reached the hallway outside the ballroom.

My breath came too fast.

The air felt colder there. The music sounded far away.

I pushed open the ladies’ room door and stepped inside.

Empty.

Thank God.

I locked myself in the largest stall and pressed my hand over my mouth.

The sob came out broken.

Ugly.

Painful.

My throat burned so badly that I bent forward and gripped the marble wall.

I had survived my parents looking at me like I was a mistake.

I had survived strangers staring at my scar.

I had survived waking up after the fire and learning my voice would never be the same.

I had survived a wedding night where my husband stood at the window and said, “This is a contract, Lena. Do not ask me for love.”

I thought I had survived being unloved.

But hearing him say it to other people?

Hearing Bianca laugh beside him?

That was different.

That was not survival.

That was burial.

A knock sounded on the bathroom door.

“Lena?”

Bianca.

Of course.

I wiped my face fast. I flushed the toilet so she would think I had not been crying. Then I stepped out and faced the mirror.

My makeup had cracked near the edge of my scar.

I looked like a woman split in two.

The door opened.

Bianca walked in with calm steps. She had touched up her lipstick. Red again. Always red.

“There you are,” she said.

I took a paper towel and wet it under the sink.

She leaned against the counter. “You should not have done that in public.”

I dabbed my cheek.

She watched me in the mirror.

“Dorian hates scenes,” she said.

I laughed once. The sound was rough. “I know.”

“You embarrassed him.”

I turned to her. “Good.”

Her eyes narrowed.

For the first time tonight, she stopped pretending to be kind.

“You think that little ring trick made you strong?”

I said nothing.

She stepped closer.

“You were useful, Lena. That was all. Your shares helped him. Your quiet little face made him look stable after our divorce. But useful is not loved.”

Each word landed like a slap.

I held the wet towel so tightly water dripped onto the floor.

Bianca smiled. “Do you know what he told me after your wedding?”

I did not want to know.

She told me anyway.

“He said marrying you was the safest decision he had ever made because you would never demand his heart.”

My throat closed.

She moved closer, lowering her voice.

“And he was right. Women like you do not demand. You accept. You hide. You thank powerful men for choosing you, even when they only choose you because you are easy to control.”

My hand moved before I could stop it.

The slap cracked across the bathroom.

Bianca’s face turned with the force of it.

For one second, there was silence.

Then she slowly touched her cheek.

“You will regret that,” she whispered.

I stepped closer until she had to look at me.

My voice was broken, but the words came.

“No,” I said. “I regret him.”

The door opened again.

Dorian stood there.

His eyes went from Bianca’s red cheek to my shaking hand.

“What happened?” he asked.

Bianca’s eyes filled with tears so quickly I almost admired her.

“She slapped me,” Bianca whispered.

Dorian looked at me.

Not shocked.

Not angry.

Disappointed.

That was worse.

“Is that true?” he asked.

I lifted my chin.

“Yes.”

“Why?”

Bianca gave a soft cry. “Dorian, please. I don’t want this to become uglier.”

I turned to him. “Ask what she said.”

He did not.

He looked tired. Cold. Closed.

“I told you not to do anything extreme,” he said.

The words were quiet.

But they cut deep.

I stepped back.

There he was.

My husband.

The man who should have asked why.

The man who should have stood beside me at least once.

Instead, he warned me like I was a problem to manage.

I opened my phone and typed with shaking fingers.

I want a divorce.

I held it up.

Dorian stared at the words.

Bianca stopped crying.

A long silence filled the bathroom.

Then Dorian looked at me.

“No,” he said.

I almost smiled.

The answer was so Dorian.

Not, Please do not leave.

Not, I am sorry.

Just no.

Like I was a business deal he refused to lose.

I typed again.

Yes.

His jaw flexed. “The contract has six months left.”

I typed.

Then sue me.

His eyes flashed.

Bianca looked between us, and for the first time, I saw fear in her face.

Good.

Dorian stepped toward me. “You are upset. Go home. We will discuss this when you are calm.”

I shook my head.

“I am calm.”

The words hurt, but I said them.

His face shifted. Just a little.

Maybe because he heard me.

Maybe because he did not expect me to speak.

I pointed to the ballroom.

“Go back to her.”

“Lena.”

“No.”

“Do not walk out of here like this.”

I picked up my clutch.

“Watch me.”

I walked past him.

His hand closed around my wrist.

Heat shot through me.

Not soft heat.

Not love.

Memory.

Three years of standing beside him. Three years of wanting him to look at me and see more than a contract. Three years of sleeping in the same house with a man who never touched me unless cameras were near.

I looked down at his hand.

“Let go,” I whispered.

He did not.

I looked up at him.

“Let. Go.”

Slowly, his fingers opened.

I walked out.

The hallway seemed longer this time. People turned as I passed. Someone called my name. Someone took a photo. I did not stop.

At the entrance, the doorman looked behind me.

“Mrs. Sterling, your husband’s car?”

“No,” I said.

My voice cracked on the word.

The doorman froze.

I had never spoken to him before.

Not with my real voice.

“Call me a taxi,” I said.

His eyes softened. “Of course, ma’am.”

Behind me, Dorian’s voice cut through the air.

“Lena.”

I stood by the open doors. Cold night air rushed over my skin.

I turned.

He stood several feet away, still holding himself like a man who owned every room he entered.

But he did not own me.

Not anymore.

Bianca appeared behind him, one hand still on her cheek.

The perfect picture.

The billionaire.

The ex-wife.

And the contract wife walking away.

Dorian’s voice lowered. “Come home.”

For one mad second, I wanted to.

That was the worst part.

Pain did not kill love fast enough.

It left pieces behind. Weak pieces. Hungry pieces.

Pieces that remembered the rare nights he sat beside my bed when my throat pain was bad. Pieces that remembered how he once fired a photographer for taking a cruel picture of my scar. Pieces that wanted to believe there was a man under all that ice.

But then I saw my ring still missing from my finger.

And I remembered where it was.

At the bottom of his glass.

Where he had left it.

I opened my phone one last time and typed.

The contract wife is dead.

I showed him the screen.

His face changed.

This time, I saw it.

Fear.

The taxi pulled up behind me.

The doorman opened the door.

I climbed inside before Dorian could speak again.

“Where to?” the driver asked.

I looked through the window.

Dorian stood under the gold lights of the Sterling hotel, staring at me like he had just realized a locked door could open from the inside.

I gave the driver the address of the estate, but only because my things were there.

Not because it was home.

As the taxi pulled away, my phone buzzed.

A message from Dorian.

Do not make a decision tonight.

I looked at it.

Then I blocked his number.

For the first time in three years, the silence around me belonged to me.
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Lena’s POV

The taxi driver looked at me through the mirror three times before he spoke. “You sure you want to go there, ma’am?” he asked. His voice was careful, like he knew the Sterling estate was not just a home, but a place where people like him were not supposed to ask questions. I looked out the window at the wet Seattle streets and held my phone so tightly my fingers hurt. “Yes,” I said. My voice scraped, but it came out. “Just drive.” He nodded and looked back at the road. Behind us, the Sterling hotel disappeared in the dark. The gold lights, the cameras, the roses, the women with sharp smiles, Bianca’s red dress, Dorian’s cold face. All of it stayed behind, but the pain followed me into the taxi like another passenger.

My phone lit up again. I had blocked Dorian’s number, but the new message came from the estate manager, Mrs. Bell. Mr. Sterling has asked that you return to the estate immediately. Security will be waiting. I stared at the words until they blurred. Of course. Dorian could not reach me himself, so he sent an order through staff. Not a husband. Not a man sorry for breaking his wife in public. A billionaire giving instructions. I typed one reply. I am coming for my things. Not for him. Then I put the phone face down on my lap.

The driver cleared his throat. “Bad night?” I almost laughed. The sound came out wrong, like a cough. “Bad marriage,” I said. He did not look at me again. Maybe he knew better than to ask. Maybe the broken sound of my voice warned him. Maybe my bare ring finger told him enough. I turned my hand over and looked at the pale circle where Dorian’s ring had been. Three years of gold had left a mark on my skin. The ring was gone, but the mark remained. I hated that. I hated that my body still carried proof of him.

Rain tapped the window. I watched the city fade into darker streets and guarded roads. The Sterling estate sat on a hill above the water, behind iron gates and tall trees. When I married Dorian, newspapers called it a private kingdom. They were not wrong. The house had twenty rooms no one used, marble floors no one touched, and a dining table long enough for a family that never ate together. It was beautiful in the way a museum was beautiful. Cold. Expensive. Full of dead things.

The gates opened before the taxi stopped. Security knew the car was coming. Of course they did. The Sterling estate saw everything. The driver took the long road up to the house, past clipped hedges and white stone lions that guarded the front steps. I had always hated those lions. Their mouths were open, but they made no sound. They reminded me too much of myself.

The taxi stopped. I reached for money, then remembered I had no cash in my clutch. My face burned. “I need to get money inside,” I said. “I will come back.” The driver shook his head. “It’s already paid, ma’am.” I froze. “By who?” He glanced toward the house. “Sterling account.” I closed my eyes for one second. Even my escape ride had his name on it. I opened the door. “Thank you,” I whispered. The driver nodded. “Good luck.” The words followed me up the steps.

Mrs. Bell waited by the front door in a black dress and flat shoes. She was in her sixties, thin, neat, and loyal to the house before any person inside it. “Mrs. Sterling,” she said. Her eyes dropped to my bare hand. “Are you hurt?” I almost said yes. Not the kind you can bandage. Instead, I shook my head. “I need boxes.” Her mouth tightened. “Mr. Sterling asked that you wait for him in the study.” I stepped past her into the foyer. “No.” She followed me. “Mrs. Sterling, he was very clear.” I turned to face her. “So am I.”

She looked shocked. In three years, I had never spoken to her like that. I had never spoken to anyone in this house like that. I was polite. Quiet. Useful. A contract wife with soft steps. Tonight, that woman had died in a taxi with a blocked number and a missing ring. Mrs. Bell lowered her voice. “There are guests in the east wing.” My stomach dropped. “Guests?” “Mrs. Voss has returned with Mr. Sterling.” For a moment, all the air left the foyer. Bianca was here. In my house. In the home where I had slept alone for three years while Dorian worked late, traveled, avoided, and controlled every inch of our life. He brought his ex-wife here after what happened tonight.

I gripped the banister. “Is she in the guest wing?” Mrs. Bell looked away. “Yes.” “Good,” I said. “Then she can stay there while I pack.” I walked toward the stairs. Mrs. Bell called after me. “Mrs. Sterling, please. Mr. Sterling will not like this.” I stopped at the first step and looked back. “Mrs. Bell, Mr. Sterling has not liked anything about me from the beginning. I survived it.” Her face softened, just a little. But she did not answer.

The stairs felt longer than usual. My legs were shaking by the time I reached the second floor. The hallway to my room was quiet, lit by soft lamps and lined with family portraits. Dead Sterling men stared down from gold frames like judges. Dorian’s father was in the largest portrait. His eyes were cold, just like Dorian’s when he wanted them to be. Calder had his smile. Dorian had his silence. I looked away and kept walking.

My bedroom door was open. That stopped me. I never left it open. I stepped inside and froze. Someone had been in my room. My closet doors were wide. My jewelry drawer was open. A pale scarf lay on the floor. My medical folder sat on the bed. The one I had taken to my voice doctor that morning. I crossed the room fast and grabbed it. The papers were not in order. Someone had touched my reports. Someone had seen the private notes about my throat, my pain, my treatment options, my fear of another surgery.

A soft voice came from the doorway. “You should not leave private things lying around, Lena.”

I turned.

Bianca stood there in a silk robe the color of cream. Not a dress now. Not a guest look. A home look. Her blonde hair fell loose over one shoulder. She looked comfortable. Too comfortable. My room seemed smaller with her in it.

“Get out,” I said.

Her brows lifted. “Careful. Your voice sounds painful.”

“Get. Out.”

She stepped inside instead. “I only came to see if you needed help packing.”

I held the folder to my chest. “You touched my things.”

“I was curious.” She looked around my room. “I wanted to understand what kind of woman stays in a room like this for three years and still thinks she is a wife.”

I moved toward the nightstand and picked up my phone. My fingers shook as I typed. Then I held up the screen. Leave my room or I call security.

Bianca laughed. “Security? Darling, this is Dorian’s house.”

I typed again. I am still his wife.

Her smile thinned. “For now.”

The words hit, but I did not step back. “Not for long.”

“Do you think divorce will make you free?” she asked. “You signed a contract. Your parents signed before you. Dorian owns more than your ring, Lena.”

My skin went cold. “What does that mean?”

She walked to my dresser and touched the silver brush I never used. “It means a woman should read every page before she sells herself.”

“I did not sell myself.”

Bianca’s eyes met mine in the mirror. “No. Your parents did.”

Before I could answer, a hard voice came from behind her.

“Enough.”

Dorian stood in the doorway.

My body reacted before my heart did. It always did. Even angry, even broken, I felt him enter a room. The air changed. The house seemed to straighten for him. He had removed his tie. His white shirt was open at the throat. His dark hair was damp from rain. He looked at Bianca first, then at me, then at the folder in my arms.

“What are you doing in Lena’s room?” he asked Bianca.

Bianca’s face softened at once. “I came to check on her.”

“No,” I said.

Dorian looked at me.

“She went through my things.”

Bianca gave a small wounded laugh. “That is not true.”

I held up the folder. “My medical file was open.”

Dorian’s eyes moved to it. Something flickered in his face. “Bianca, leave us.”

Her lips parted. “Dorian—”

“Now.”

She went still. For one second, she looked angry enough to show the truth. Then she smiled like a woman who knew she had time. “Of course.” She moved past him, but paused close to his shoulder. “I will be downstairs if you need me.” Her hand brushed his arm. He did not respond. She walked away.

Dorian stepped into my room and closed the door.

The sound was soft.

It felt final.

I backed away. “Do not lock it.”

“I did not.”

“I want it open.”

His jaw tightened, but he opened the door again. He stood beside it like the open door cost him pride. Good. I wanted it to.

He looked at my face, then my hands, then my bare finger. “You blocked my number.”

“Yes.”

“You left the hotel in a taxi.”

“Yes.”

“You humiliated me in front of the board.”

A laugh broke from my throat. It hurt so badly I winced. “I humiliated you?”

“You put your ring in my glass.”

“You told them I end when the contract ends.”

His gaze hardened. “That conversation was not meant for you.”

“But it was about me.”

He said nothing.

I stepped closer. “Was it true?”

“Lena.”

“Was it?”

His eyes dropped for half a second. “The marriage began as a contract. You know that.”

“That is not what I asked.”

He rubbed a hand over his jaw. “You are upset.”

“Stop saying that.”

“You are not thinking clearly.”

“No,” I said. “For the first time, I am.”

His eyes sharpened. “Do not turn this into something it was not.”

“What was it, Dorian?” My voice cracked on his name. “Tell me. What was our marriage?”

His mouth stayed closed.

So I answered for him.

“A deal.”

His eyes darkened.

“A merger.”

“Lena.”

“A trade.”

“Stop.”

I shook my head. “My shares for your protection. My name for your power. My silence for your peace.”

He moved toward me. “That is not all it was.”

I wanted to believe him. That was the cruel thing. Even after everything, part of me waited for one word that would save us. One word that would tell me I had not spent three years loving a wall.

“What else?” I asked.

He stopped.

The silence grew between us.

He could command boardrooms. He could break men with one sentence. He could turn companies into dust with one signature. But he could not give me one soft truth.

I nodded. “That is what I thought.”

He looked angry then. “You knew the terms when you signed.”

“I was drowning.”

“So was I.”

That stopped me.

His voice lowered. “Calder was taking the company. My father’s board wanted him. The investors were circling. Your family had the Whitmore voting shares I needed. Your father wanted debt cleared. Your mother wanted the Whitmore name back in society. We all needed something.”

“And what did I need?” I whispered.

His face changed.

I stepped closer. “Did anyone ask?”

He looked away.

There it was again. The answer in his silence.

I saw myself three years ago, standing in my parents’ drawing room while my father spoke over me like I was furniture. Dorian had sat across from us in a dark suit, younger, colder, already powerful. My mother had kept touching my hair to hide the scar. My father had said, “Lena understands duty.” I had not understood duty. I had understood fear. The family company was dying. My medical bills from the fire were still used against me. My parents said if I refused, everything would collapse, and it would be my fault. Then Dorian had looked at me and said, “I will not mistreat you.” I had believed that was enough.

I looked at the man in front of me now. “You promised protection.”

“I gave it.”

“No. You gave me walls.”

His eyes flashed. “You had security, money, doctors, a home—”

“I had a room.”

“A room in my house.”

“Not a place in your life.”

He took that like a blow, but pride kept his back straight.

I went to the closet and pulled out a small suitcase. “I am leaving tonight.”

“No.”

I turned. “You keep saying that word like it still owns me.”

“The contract has six months left.”

“I do not care.”

“You should.”

“Why?” I asked. “What happens if I leave early? Do you lose my shares? Do you lose a vote? Do you lose face?”

He did not answer fast enough.

My heart sank. “That is it.”

“Lena, the timing matters.”

“To the board.”

“Yes,” he said. “To the board. To Sterling Global. To the acquisition. To everything I have spent years holding together.”

“And me?”

His eyes locked on mine.

I waited.

Again, silence.

I turned back to the closet and started pulling clothes from hangers. My hands were clumsy. Dresses slid to the floor. A blouse caught on the hook and tore at the shoulder. I did not stop.

Dorian came forward. “Do not do this in anger.”

I spun around. “I am not angry enough.”

His brows pulled together.

“If I were angry enough, I would go downstairs and throw Bianca out by her hair. If I were angry enough, I would call every reporter at that hotel and tell them how the great Dorian Sterling bought a scarred woman with her family’s shares. If I were angry enough, I would burn this contract marriage to the ground tonight.”

His voice dropped. “Careful.”

“No. You be careful.” The words tore at my throat, but I forced them out. “I have been quiet for three years. Do not confuse quiet with weak.”

For the first time, Dorian looked at me like he did not know what I would do next.

It gave me strength.

I pulled more clothes from the closet.

He watched me for a moment, then said, “Where will you go?”

“That is not your concern.”

“It is while you are still my wife.”

I laughed again, bitter and rough. “Only when it suits you.”

His hand closed around the back of a chair. “I did not bring Bianca here to replace you.”

I looked at him. “Then why is she here?”

“She has information about Calder.”

“Then put her in a hotel.”

“She is safer here.”

“And I am not?”

His face tightened.

I waited.

No answer.

I folded a sweater and placed it in the suitcase. “You chose her comfort over my dignity.”

“That is not fair.”

“No,” I said. “It is not. But it is true.”

My phone buzzed on the bed.

We both looked at it.

A message lit the screen from an unknown number.

You think divorce will save you? Read clause 14 before you run.

My skin went cold.

Dorian reached for the phone, but I got there first.

“Who sent that?” he asked.

“I do not know.”

“Show me.”

“No.”

“Lena.”

I held the phone behind my back. “What is clause 14?”

His face changed too fast.

Small. Almost nothing.

But I saw it.

“What is clause 14?” I asked again.

He looked at the open door, then back at me. “It is part of the marriage agreement.”

“What part?”

“Legal language.”

“Do not lie to me.”

“I am not lying.”

“You are hiding.”

He took a slow breath. “If you leave before the term ends, there may be consequences.”

“Consequences?”

“It was meant to protect both sides.”

“Tell me.”

His voice was careful now. Too careful. “If either party damages the public or financial interest of the other, certain assets can be held until review.”

I stared at him. “Assets.”

“Lena—”

“My shares.”

He did not deny it.

The room tilted.

I sat on the edge of the bed because my knees almost gave out. “My parents signed that?”

“Yes.”

“And you?”

His silence came again.

This time, it did not wound me.

It opened my eyes.

“You signed it too,” I said.

“I signed the agreement my legal team approved.”

“My shares can be held if I damage your public image?”

“It is not that simple.”

“Did you know?”

He looked at me, and for the first time tonight, guilt showed clearly. “I knew there were protections.”

A cold, calm feeling moved through me.

It was worse than rage.

“You all sold me,” I whispered.

His face hardened, maybe because the words hurt, maybe because they were true. “I gave your family what they asked for.”

“And no one asked me.”

“You signed.”

“My father put the pen in my hand. My mother cried about losing the company. You sat there and watched.”

His voice went rough. “I did not know they pressured you.”

“You did not want to know.”

That landed.

He had no answer.

I stood and closed the suitcase. It was not full. I did not care. “I am leaving.”

“If you walk out tonight, Calder will use it.”

“Let him.”

“The board will question your stability.”

“They already do.”

“The press will tear you apart.”

“They already have.”

His eyes burned. “And if clause 14 is triggered, your shares could be frozen.”

I stepped close to him. Close enough to smell rain and expensive soap on his skin. Close enough to remember the nights I had wished he would touch me for real.

“Then freeze them,” I said. “Take the last thing my family did not already steal. But you will not have me.”

His throat moved.

For one second, I thought he would say my name softly. Not as a warning. Not as an order. As a man who was losing his wife.

But he only said, “Where will you go?”

“To a hotel.”

“I will arrange one.”

“No.”

“Lena, be reasonable.”

“I said no.”

“You have no security.”

“I had security here. Bianca still walked into my bedroom.”

His jaw tightened. “That will be handled.”

“Everything is handled with you.” I picked up the suitcase. “Except love. Except trust. Except me.”

He moved in front of the door.

My heart beat hard. “Move.”

“No.”

I lifted my chin. “Are you keeping me prisoner now?”

Pain crossed his face, quick and gone. He stepped aside.

I walked past him.

The hallway felt colder than before. I made it to the stairs before he spoke behind me.

“I never promised you love.”

I stopped.

That sentence should not have hurt. He had said it before. On our wedding night. In the contract room. In small ways every day since.

But tonight, something inside me answered.

I turned back.

“No,” I said. “You promised protection. You failed at that too.”

He looked like I had struck him.

Good.

I carried my suitcase down the stairs. Mrs. Bell waited in the foyer, her hands folded tight. Bianca stood near the sitting room door, still in that silk robe, watching with bright eyes. Calder stood beside her now, dressed in a gray suit like he had been waiting for a show.

“Well,” Calder said, smiling. “The bride leaves the castle.”

I looked at him. “Move.”

His smile widened. “She speaks.”

Dorian’s voice cut from the stairs above. “Calder.”

Calder lifted both hands. “Peace, little brother. I only came to welcome Bianca home.”

Bianca gave a soft smile. “Calder, don’t.”

The way she said his name made me pause.

Too familiar.

Too easy.

Dorian came down the stairs behind me. “Everyone out of the foyer.”

Calder looked amused. “You are losing control, Dorian.”

Dorian stopped beside me. “Test me and see how much.”

For a moment, no one moved.

Then Calder chuckled and stepped back. “Good night, Lena. Read your contract before you make brave choices.”

I walked to the front door.

Mrs. Bell opened it with wet eyes. I did not know if they were for me or for the scandal I was leaving behind. Maybe both.

Rain blew in.

Dorian said, “Lena.”

I did not turn.

“I will send a car.”

“No.”

“You cannot walk.”

I looked out at the long drive, the dark trees, the gate far away.

Then I lifted my suitcase and stepped into the rain.

Behind me, he cursed under his breath.

I kept walking.

My silver gown was ruined in seconds. My hair stuck to my face. Water ran down my scar. My shoes sank into the wet gravel, but I did not stop.

Halfway down the drive, headlights appeared behind me.

I thought it was Dorian.

I almost screamed when the black car slowed beside me.

The window rolled down.

A man leaned across the passenger seat.

Not Dorian.

He had kind eyes, dark hair touched with gray, and a face I knew from another life.

“Lena?” he said.

My breath caught.

Dr. Ethan Greer.

My old voice doctor.

The one man who had ever waited for me to finish a sentence without looking away.

He looked at my suitcase, my soaked gown, my shaking hands.

Then his voice became gentle.

“Get in.”

I looked back at the house.

Dorian stood at the top of the steps, rain hitting his white shirt, his body still as stone.

For once, he was the one watching me leave.

I opened Ethan’s car door and got in.

Ethan did not ask questions. He only turned up the heat and handed me a clean towel from the back seat.

As the car rolled toward the gate, my phone buzzed again.

This time the message came from an unknown number.

Run while you can, Mrs. Sterling. Clause 14 is only the beginning.

I looked at the glowing screen.

Then at the Sterling estate fading behind me.

For
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