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    ​To my husband,
My partner, my love, my infinitely.

      

    

Prologue

​​A cold, blue glow from a single monitor lights the dark room. Lines of code race unstoppably across the screen; a complex installation process runs down the final percentage.

​[INSTALLING QUIETUM_PROTOCOL_8]...

PROGRESS: 99%

​The progress bar stalls, then a stark red error message flashes across the top of the display.

​ERROR: INSTALLATION PROCESS HALTED. EXTERNAL INTERFERENCE.

​The figure who sits before the monitor, almost invisible in the shadow, stirs. Their hand moves, making a soft click on the mouse, and the process restarts. The tense, electric hum in the air ratchets up.

​[REINSTALLING QUIETUM_PROTOCOL_8]...

PROGRESS: 99%

​ERROR: INSTALLATION PROCESS HALTED. ACCESS DENIED.

​A muffled thud rocks the desk as a fist slams down. The monitor flickers, briefly illuminating a jaw clenched so tight the tendons stand out. A deep, growling voice rips from the shadows.

​“Damn it... I’ll have to handle this in person.”

PART I
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	 	[image: ]
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​1.
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​ At the King Holding gala, Eiden, the company’s leader, endures the night. Only one thing cuts worse than the vicious cold of the camera flashes: the King name. The blue light of the flashes hits his face like a caustic breeze with every single click.

​He stands motionless at the edge of the room, a silhouette carved from black marble amid the dizzying swirl of elegance. His gaze is fixed on the distance, but his body betrays the rigid tension: his pupils are dilated, his face held taut, wearing a mask of indifference. He feels the expensive, slim-fit suit pulling tight across his shoulders. It is the uniform of a luxury prison.

​Aurora King, the PR manager, approaches him.

​“Eiden, Le Monde wants you. It's mandatory.” Aurora's voice is even, but it rings with a steely hardness.

​The man nods, a small, clipped movement. No words are necessary; his sister's suffocatingly sweet, floral perfume precedes her like a toxic cloud.

​“No. Aurora, send them away. My name is enough.”

​Aurora’s face freezes, her features instantly taking on the rigidity of porcelain.

​“Father says publicity is essential for the legacy!”

​The man parries with a single word, one that is a command for his sister since childhood.

​“Silence.”

​Aurora turns instantly on her heel, her chin lifting in a gesture of profound offense. Her silk dress glides across the floor with a soft, paper-like rustle.

​Eiden draws toward the darkest corner of the room, toward the lonely red light of the emergency exit sign. The touch of the wall’s cool stone brings immediate, exquisite relief to his palm as he sinks into the depths of the shadow. The air in this corner feels cleaner and cooler than the room’s thick, hot, perfume-laden atmosphere. The darkness of this luxury prison provides the greatest comfort.

​2.

​ May 2033. Karl King’s Paris office. The King Holding patriarch's office is not merely a room, but a temple of power, frozen in ice. The light from the crystal chandelier penetrates the air like sharp, stabbing needles.

​At opposite ends of the thick, ice-cold glass table sit the two most dangerous men in the world. Lord Alaric Luna, head of House Luna, spreads the terms across the surface: numbers, graphs, legal clauses. Karl King nervously examines the documents; the heavy, gold ring on his hand slowly rubs the mahogany surface.

​Lord Luna leans forward elegantly; his silk tie barely moves. His voice is calm, but every word moves millions of dollars, filling the space like pulsating, invisible electricity.

​“A two-trillion-dollar merger. The only way for full integration: marriage.”

​Lord Luna points to the far corner, where a tall, dark silhouette stands before the window. The summer sun does not reach him. He stands there, motionless, like a built-in security feature. The light breaks on the man's shoulders, but his features are hidden behind a thick, opaque shadow, as if he merges with the marble wall.

​Karl King massages his wrinkled forehead. He knows his son will not allow this, but he also knows that for his son, silence is the most important currency.

​“Let’s see the stakes, King,” Luna begins, his voice as sharp as shattered glass. “Seventeen pharmaceutical companies, with tentacles reaching from Paris all the way to India. The wind energy firms, whose network spans Germany and extends to the endless Russian steppes. All of it can be yours.”

​Lord Luna pauses for a moment, his finger tapping a new data sheet. A portrait of a young girl stares up from the surface. “And at the end, the seal of the deal. The pledge that guarantees it.” Beside it on the paper are the cold facts, as if describing a breeding animal. “Aya Luna. Nineteen years old, 160 centimeters, 52 kilograms. Her measurements are a tailor's dream, size S, so she always finds clothes. Wears size 36 shoes. Untouched. Excellent grades, just graduated. A quick learner, quiet, beautiful, and”—here Luna’s voice hardens—“obedient.”

​The dark silhouette slowly moves. His steps are soft, almost inaudible on the thick wool carpet. He turns slowly toward the two businessmen, but even now, he remains just a faceless, sharp outline in the weaker light. In a mechanical, emotionless voice, as if reading stock data, he repeats Lord Luna’s offer, without even glancing at the bride’s portrait.

​“Nineteen years old. Untouched?” The words are just data, chemically pure, emotionless. “Beautiful and obedient. And the inheritance is the entire Luna... worth trillions from the pharmaceutical and wind energy industries.” The man stops. The silence in the room swallows the noise of Paris, as if someone switches off the city. Minutes pass. The tension leaves a stinging, metallic taste in the mouth. The man declares the final word in a cold, objective tone. “Accepted.”

​3.

​ Nineteen years old. Aya’s presence does not demand attention; it simply is—a quiet, unbreakable harmony of luxury and austere art. Her body carries the cold fineness of smooth marble statues; she moves as if quick motion is impossible, yet her lines possess innate, perfect proportionality.

​The most striking thing is her hair: a chocolate-brown, fragrant waterfall that tumbles in free waves, reaching all the way to her bottom. The silky curls brush against her skin with every minimal shift, creating a soft, barely perceptible sound—it is her only noise. To touch it is to place liquid silk in your palm.

​Her face is porcelain-pale, her skin so noble it barely catches the available light. Only rarely, in the most shocking, sudden moments, does she blush, when a warm, quick flood of blood casts a rosy veil over her composure. Her eyes are coal-black, doe-like, holding a gaze that is at once innocent and infinitely deep. When she closes them, dark velvet curtains descend, sealing her off from the outside world.

​Aya shrugs off most jewelry. She is accustomed to the heavy, soft-to-the-touch haute couture clothes of House Luna, yet glittering bracelets are foreign to her. She prefers quiet elegance: a fine gold ring that immediately takes on her skin's warmth. Her arms and neck remain unadorned; she favors the purity of their natural lines.

​But the most defining thing, what truly unlocks Aya's being, is her passion for painting. The canvas becomes her only true freedom. In the studio, the quiet, reserved girl transforms into a passionate creator. Her brushwork is powerful; fire seems to shoot from her fingertips as she presses bold, thick colors onto the coarsely woven canvas. Here, the acrid, sharp smell of turpentine is her weapon—the clean air where the soul can finally breathe.

​*

​ On a massive display covering the entire wall, numbers breathe. Stock market data and diagrams of global money flows alternate in green and red waves. At the center of the room, as the single focal point, the net worth pulsates like a living, frantic heart.

​KING NET WORTH:

$6,911,822,103,991.74

$6,997,101,004,512.03

$6,989,458,321,009.40

​The numbers dance dizzily below the seven-trillion-dollar line, never quite crossing it. In the display's cold glow, a soft but ambition-fueled voice speaks.

​“Money breathes... It must be made infinite. And for that... I need a few more trillion.”

​4.

​ The last, dying rays of the May sun paint the huge, arched windows of the Luna residence a viscous, blood orange. Inside the elegant, classicist mansion, the silence is tense and pulsating, almost tangible, like frost. Only the sharp, lonely echo of Aya’s steps on the marble floor and the dull clinking of unseen silver cutlery split the air.

​Aya Luna now steps into the foyer. The black, stiff paper folder containing her graduation diploma presses into her palm. Though the paper is weightless, she feels as if a thousand tons of cold iron press on her spine. Her shoulders slump inward under the invisible burden.

​“Aya, darling!” Her mother greets her, a slender, timeless-looking woman who strokes the polished, cold surface of a crystal vase by the entrance. “Hurry! Your father waits at dinner. He has a special announcement.”

​The smile on her mother’s lips is stiff and cold, but the blood already freezes in Aya’s face. The chilling certainty of bad news shutters her focus. She quickly places the folder on an antique table; the clack on the wood surface sounds surprisingly loud in the silence. She starts toward the dining room, a knot of hammering fear tight in her chest. Every step on the marble stairs twists her stomach, as if a cold, tight ribbon winds around her organs.

​5.

​ At the head of the table sits Lord Alaric Luna, Aya's father—a man in his fifties, strict, pressed into a black tuxedo. His gaze shines with the ice-cold light of unquestionable, generational power. His rigid posture radiates tension, like a steel string about to snap.

​“Congratulations on your diploma, Aya,” her father says. His voice is dry as desert dust, a statement of fact devoid of all emotion.

​“Thank you, Father,” Aya replies. Her tongue feels heavy, like a piece of lead. She tries to focus on her plate, playing with the tines of her fork. The metallic touch does not help her concentrate. She knows this is the moment. She must start the execution now. “Father, I’d like to...”

​“Let's drop the subject!” her father cuts in. He raises his palm, stopping his daughter like a traffic cop. The gesture is lightning-fast and final. “There is something far more important. Regarding your future. Regarding our future.”

​Aya feels her stomach twist into an even tighter knot, and cold sweat begins to sting the nape of her neck. Her carefully prepared speech about art school disintegrates like ash. Under the table, she presses her toes together in her satin shoes; the hard sole tenses against her heel.

​Lord Luna signals the butler. The man glides out of the room like a silent shadow. Lord Luna lowers his head, then suddenly raises his gaze. His eyes were cold before, but now a kind of gloating, wicked satisfaction glitters in them, twisting a cold wire of terror in Aya’s gut.

​“I receive a message from Eiden King. Your fiancé.”

​Aya’s heart skips a beat, then begins a wild, irregular drumming, as if it wants to break out of her chest. The knowledge that she must marry this stranger, untouched and defenseless, awakens an ice-cold terror in her throat. I have to speak. Right now! she commands herself, but her mouth is terribly dry. Her tongue sticks to the roof of her mouth, unable to move.

​“He responded?” Aya asks. Her voice is a barely audible whisper, like a popping bubble.

​Lord Luna nods slowly, savoring the moment.

​“He doesn't waste time. Just as I don't.” Lord Luna puts down his knife and fork. The metallic clatter echoes sharply in the marble room, like a warning shot. He looks into his daughter's eyes. His gaze tolerates no dissent. “Aya. This weekend. You marry Eiden King this weekend.”

​Aya’s lower lip begins to tremble, a fine, uncontrollable vibration. A lump hardens like a pebble in her throat. The girl who, just that afternoon, dreamed of travel and art, now feels like a helpless, disintegrating puppet. She clenches her fists under the table, her nails digging into her palms; the sharp pain helps her stay alert for a moment.

​“Weekend?” she whispers. “Father, but...”

​Lord Luna's face takes on that stern expression that signifies unquestionable, final closure.

​“There is no ‘but,’ Aya. This is a Luna duty. I have already arranged everything.”

​Aya assesses the situation. The marriage cannot be physically avoided in two days. Therefore, the plan is not refusal, but postponement.

​“I understand, Father,” Aya says. She strains to keep her voice at the most stable tone possible, like a record player that doesn't want to skip. “But if the Luna name demands excellence, then it also demands that I am ready for this contract.”

​“What are you talking about?” Lord Luna asks.

​“I want Eiden King to see me as more than just a pretty face from the nursery. I need time. Time to study our companies, business, and politics for at least a few months. To be a prepared wife, not a mark of shame. Give me six months, Father.”

​Her mother turns her head toward Aya in surprise. Her father... thinks. His eyes narrow. The proposal is logical. From a prestige standpoint.

​“Six months,” Lord Luna whispers. “That is all the time you have. During this, you do not travel, you do not ‘do art.’ You only study. Every day. If this marriage does not happen in six months, you ruin the family. Understood?”

​“Understood, Father,” Aya replies. Inside, a small, icy current of triumph runs beneath her skin. Six months. That is enough time to carry out the big plan, the real escape plan.

​6.

​ The Luna residence now buzzes and pulsates, like a huge, well-oiled machine. The six months Lord Luna grants smolder like a burning fuse: everyone is rushing. The marriage of the century cannot be anything less than perfect.

​Aya sits in the office where her father sends her to “study.” The cold, smooth surface of the mahogany desk presses against her elbow. She hunches over the huge, dark wood, as if the heavy, gilded corners hold her physically in place. She does not look at the pharmaceutical contracts for a minute. The thick book in her hand holds not financial reports, but the geographical distribution of the King empire and Luna assets—and with it, Aya’s carefully woven escape route.

​“The King family owns a château in the Paris suburbs,” her whisper rumbles in the office silence. “A luxury safe house. An ideal starting point.”

​The plan runs like a bright, red arrow across the wall map: she must lure Eiden King on an endless journey immediately after the marriage. Constant motion, always discovering new places where the marriage can never breathe and consummation is impossible.

​First target: Paris. Aya’s finger glides over the bends of the Seine. Under the guise of European beauty and art, endless gallery visits and leg-aching walks await.

​“After Paris, India,” she draws the next, decisive arrow. “The spiritual journey, the pilgrimage sites. The King company has a factory there, and my father has drug trials. Under the guise of a business trip, I can perfectly exhaust him. Yoga at sunrise, immersion in local culture at sunset. Never a single free, silent evening.” Aya puts her pen between her teeth; the cold plastic rubs her lip. The trip must be sold to Eiden as an exclusive research project. Sharply, intelligently, flawlessly, she must adopt the guise of the ambitious girl.

​Outside, the feverish, almost tangible aura of organization hangs in the air. Her mother, Lady Luna, enters Aya’s office. Her movements are light, but her gaze is purposeful. The fine, embossed paper in her hand gives off a faint, sweet scent.

​“Aya, look! The invitation samples!” A gentle smile settles on her face. “We send this to Eiden’s assistant. They will be the most beautiful invitations in the world.”

​Aya’s gaze is a cold wall. The beautiful, ornate paper, full of gilded letters and noble crests, is nothing but her prison warrant.

​“They're beautiful, Mother,” she says. Her voice is flat, like a tossed stone followed by no echo.

​Lady Luna sits beside her daughter.

​“I know you're tense, darling. Eiden... is a serious man. You know we all want this.”

​“I think I want it more than you know,” Aya replies, but the corner of her lips twitches into a barely perceptible, cynical smile.

​“That’s why I think,” her mother continues, smoothly adjusting her silk dress, “I will organize a small dinner party for next week. For you and Eiden. I know you haven’t met, but the only chance to ease the tension is to get to know each other. Talk.”

​Aya’s stomach immediately churns. The thought of sitting at a table with that 27-year-old stranger she is fated to be owned by leaves a metallic taste of fear in her mouth. The eight-year experience gap weighs on her like an oppressive weight. The fear that the man will see through her sophisticated-girl guise in an instant, with a mocking smile, is too great. This meeting must be smothered before it is born.

​“No, Mother. Thank you for your concern, but no.”

​Lady Luna's gaze becomes questioning.

​“Why not? It's not proper for you not to speak with him, not to know him before the marriage.”

​Aya quickly slips into the role of the prepared, smart Luna heiress. Her facial muscles tense, her gaze clears.

​“Father also wants me to focus only on my studies. Dining with him would just be an unnecessary detour. Besides...”—Aya shrugs, as if the matter is weightless dust—“We have nothing in common, Mother. He will talk about corporate management, and I about art and natural sciences. It would just be awkward. I don't want our marriage to start badly with such a tense, forced meeting. We'll have time for that when our life together begins.”

​7.

​ The Luna and King data flood swallows Aya completely. Her father thinks his daughter is conscientiously researching the future of the drug factories and energy development firms. But Aya drills, carves, and maps her escape route beneath the official cover material.

​The sharp, green numbers of profit do not interest her. Instead, movable assets draw her gaze: the accessibility of foreign bank accounts, the freely usable luxury properties tied to the King family—dots on the map where one can hide. Aya knows: escape requires money, her own money, which must not come from her father's iron grip.

​The Paris-India plan suffocates her; she must launch it before her father or Eiden King changes the wedding date. One afternoon, Aya sits at the computer. Her fingertips are cold on the keys as she formulates her message to Eiden King. The tone is official armor, an icicle of measured business language. Instead of the 19-year-old girl, she wears the mask of the future Luna leader. She sends the email. Her breath shortens, escaping through her dry throat. She keeps her gaze fixed on the screen’s gray glass.

​Dear Mr. Eiden King,

For the first six months following the honeymoon, I propose a strictly professional, yet informal "global introductory tour"... I have designated Paris as the first location, followed by India.

​A few minutes later, a new email jumps up in the corner of the screen. Sender: Eiden King.

​Aya struggles to breathe from nervousness; her heart pounds irregularly, shaking her chest cavity. She braces for a polite but dismissive letter, full of corporate arguments. What arrives is a much scarier weapon.

​The body of the email is just a single, stripped-down, frozen sentence.

​We will discuss this.

Eiden K.

​Aya's body instantly tenses, like a snapped bowstring. The sentence is not a refusal, but it is not an agreement either. It is an order. An unclosed case that the man will review on his own time, on his own terms. There is no “Dear Miss Luna,” no full signature, just the cold weight of the initial. His response is not partnership; it is judgment.

​The 19-year-old girl, who until now believed that Luna blood alone gave her iron rule, suddenly realizes Eiden King plays a different kind of game. He will not allow her to spend the "honeymoon" visiting museums. He sees the plan.

​Aya buries her face in her palms. Her skin burns, and the air stings. Eiden King is not a puppet. He is an opponent. And now he knows that Aya has intentions.

​The plan changes. Instead of postponement, a much riskier, more direct move is needed. Aya looks up at the computer screen, where the legal structure of one of the King company’s most important subsidiaries is open. Her gaze is no longer that of a hopeful girl, but sharp, calculating ice.

​8.

​ Aya's panic sharpens into a stabbing headache. The sentence “We will discuss this” bores into her brain like a bullet, demolishing her carefully built plan of postponement in seconds. Only one weapon remains: a complete overview of the Luna empire.

​She loathes the metallic-tasting logic of numbers, but now she literally dives into the companies' finances and structure. She is not interested in the shining, green arc of profit. The logistics and human resources network excite her. She memorizes the exact locations of King pharmaceutical firms, the rusty corners of legal loopholes in the energy subsidiaries. Information is heavy, cold power, and Aya diligently accumulates ammunition.

​The days stream past like rapidly melting ice, but the cornerstone of her escape plan is missing: Eiden King's face. Aya obsessively scours the internet. The controlling figure lurks in shadow. Karl King’s face is known, but of the 27-year-old heir, Eiden, there is nothing. No hits. No picture, no interview. A ghost. An anonymous threat. I have to marry a phantom, she thinks.

​One morning, exactly five days after Eiden’s threatening reply, Lady Luna enters the "study room" with a radiant face.

​“Aya! Darling! It’s a miracle!” Aya's muscles instantly tense. Her mother’s joy usually means bad news. “Eiden contacted your father! He says the six-month postponement is unnecessary. He wants to marry you next Sunday!”

​All color drains from Aya's face; her skin turns to pale wax. The six months lasted barely a week. Her escape plan is now nothing but crumpled paper in the trash.

​“See how serious his intentions are!” her mother continues. “A true businessman!”

​Aya forces her lips into a frosty smile. She immediately grows suspicious. This drastic advancement cannot be romantic. Only some business constraint could be behind it.

​“His determination is truly impressive,” she nods.

​After her mother leaves, Aya returns to the computer. The panic melts into cold, tactical thinking. She quickly reviews the movement of King Company shares in the last 24 hours. She sees a weakness in a certain energy company's sector. Aya writes to Eiden King again. This time, the topic is not the honeymoon, but what her father groomed her for: business.

​Dear Mr. Eiden King,

I was pleased to learn of your intention. I appreciate your decisiveness.

Since the announcement, I have reviewed the King Group's latest financial movements. Given the stock fluctuations of King Energy Solutions in the last 48 hours, do you truly believe that expediting the marriage is also commercially necessary at this point?

As your future partner, I want to assure you that I fully support all steps aimed at stabilizing the companies.

Respectfully,

Aya Luna

​Aya tenses her finger over the send button. This is no longer a 19-year-old girl who dreams of travel, but a partner who understands stock movements. The question of whether this move will impress or enrage Eiden King now decides everything.

​9.

​ Aya's gaze drills into the screen, every muscle rigid. Seconds stretch, taut and agonizing. Will raising the stock movement even touch the 27-year-old businessman? Can he possibly believe Aya is genuinely worried about the companies' stability?

​The email arrives instantly, shattering the computer’s silence. She drags the mouse, the click a gunshot. She anticipates an angry rejection or another threatening sentence.

​The email is surgically empty. Just one single line stands inside, stripped of salutation or signature, just pure, stark information:

​Sunday. 11:00 AM. St. Anthony's Cathedral.

​Aya recoils in her chair. Her breath catches, and her stomach plummets to the floor.

​This reply is the most jarring of all. Eiden King does not allow her to engage in her adult, diplomatic game. He simply ignores Aya's challenging question and merely communicates the final fact. This is not a reply. It is a confirmation. It is an order.

​Reality crashes down on Aya like iron bars. Eiden King exercises the purest form of power: calculated ignorance. He needs no explanation, no justification, and he does not treat Aya as a partner. The terms of the marriage are set: the man dictates, the woman complies.

​The gears in Aya’s brain grind with a screech. One week. In seven days, she marries an anonymous, mysterious man who voids all her plans with a single, short command.

​St. Anthony's Cathedral—the King family's traditional wedding venue—now stands as a frosty symbol of unchangeable tradition and suffocating power.

​Aya closes her eyes. Art, nature, travel... all submerge into the dark waters of oblivion.

​The escape plan must be realized, and it must be within this week. No Paris. No India.

​The girl pushes herself up from the desk. Her movement is no longer fueled by panic, but by the razor-sharp decisiveness born of desperation. She cannot wait. She cannot postpone. The only thing that can corner Eiden King or her father is something that can no longer be discussed.

​Aya starts gathering the most important documents into her bag: ownership data for King subsidiaries, information on movable assets, and her own bank details, which her father does not know about.

​“If Eiden King thinks an 11:00 AM Sunday appointment at the Cathedral solves his business problems, he’s wrong,” Aya mutters in the quiet office. “Luna blood is not for sale.”

​10.

​ Aya sets her jaw with sharp, cold determination. Sunday. 11:00 AM. St. Anthony's Cathedral. If you already hold the date of your doom, you use it against him.

​Aya immediately composes a final message to Eiden King. The email holds no business analysis, just camouflaged mockery and the strategic mask of unveiled excitement.

​Mr. Eiden King,

Thank you for confirming the time. How exciting! I can hardly wait for our meeting on Sunday. As this is the last week I will spend as Miss Luna, I will use the remaining time for a short, farewell trip beyond the city limits. I believe this will be the final peak of my love for nature before I dedicate myself fully to the interests of the company.

Aya Luna

​Aya presses the send button. She does not ask for permission; she simply informs, carefully deploying the role of "Miss Luna" who allows herself one last, harmless whim before marriage. In reality, this is her only chance for logistical preparations.

​The next morning at breakfast, the air is tense, almost sparking. Lord Luna, Aya's father, sits at the head of the table, his face a grim, carved mask. He lays aside his newspaper. His eyes slice into his daughter like a stinging light.

​“I see you're corresponding with your future husband,” he tosses out in a dry, rasping voice.

​Aya almost freezes.

“Yes, Father. Just courtesy.”

​“That trip,” Lord Luna says. His voice drops to a dangerous depth. “Eiden King does not authorize any trip.”

​Aya's heart lurches in her chest. Eiden King bypasses her entirely; he sends orders straight to her keeper. The house is on lockdown.

​“Eiden sends the message,” her father continues, “that the Luna girl must remain at the residence until the wedding. To ensure full preparedness. No unnecessary detours, no risks.” Lord Luna's gaze locks onto her, a strict shackle. “You cannot leave the house. Not one step. Understood?”

​Aya flinches. The very last, thin thread of freedom snaps. Art, nature, travel. They take everything from her, even the last, private moments before the marriage. She is now merely a piece of merchandise in the Luna-King merger.

​11.

​ At this news, the carefully constructed, cold, and deliberate Aya-mask instantly shatters, pieces scattering across the marble floor. Eight days of tension, the fear of an emotionless, vulnerable act, the longing for art, and the life forced upon her erupt from her like hot steam.

​“YOU’RE SELLING ME!” Aya screams, leaping up from the table. The porcelain dinnerware trembles, the cup tilts on its edge. Her father’s face freezes, rigid as ice. She has never done this. Loud voices are not customary in House Luna. “You are selling me!” She points a shaking finger at her father. Her voice trembles with angry, pent-up tears. “Your companies, your drugs, and every single transaction for power are more important than your own daughter’s life! This is not tradition, it’s business!”

​Lord Luna raises his hand to stop the raging words, but Aya waves wildly, cutting him off.

​“I want no part of this tradition! I would rather live free in the poorest alley than in a gilded cage locked in St. Anthony's Cathedral!”

​Her mother sobs now, her voice choked, but Aya does not see her. She forces out every suppressed word, like air from a bottle. “Who is Eiden King?! A ghost, a name on paper! A 27-year-old stranger who sends orders to my own father to LOCK UP HIS DAUGHTER!” Aya laughs hysterically, her voice both determined and hopeless. “I don't know who he is, but I’ll find him! And Sunday, Father? On Sunday... I swear, if he touches me with a single finger, I’ll kill him! I would rather die, rather burn, than be the King family’s property!”

​Her father's face turns white as bone. Not because of the rebellion, but because of the sudden, exposed deception. Aya, the perfect girl who loved only art and nature, now explodes like a volcano. Lord Luna stands. His gaze is a death sentence.

​“Leave the room!” he commands the butler. Aya's mother rushes out sobbing, covering her face with her hands. “Aya.” Her father’s voice is a barely audible, threatening whisper. “Now I understand why Eiden didn't want the postponement. You have plans. Well, the King name and the Luna name are already one. And you are his. Never raise your voice again. From today, you will stay in your room. You will think in your room about what shame you bring upon the family name.”

​Aya stands there, panting, her chest rising and falling rapidly, but she is calm now; the fire of anger has left her body. Cold resolve takes its place. In her room. Yes. In her room, for seven days. But now she knows physical escape is hopeless. Only one chance remains for escape: digital war.

​12.

​ Aya’s room is now a luxury prison. Her phone and laptop are in cold, unfamiliar hands; all communication channels are sealed. The seven-day quarantine hangs in the air with a dark, oppressive weight. Fueled by her father's anger, not even Lady Luna dares to go near her daughter.

​Aya receives her food on a tray, which the butler discreetly slides under the door. She spends her days within the square frame of the walls. No nature, no travel. What remains is art, music, and reading.

​Aya strips off the fine but tight, prison-like clothes and spends her confinement in a comfortable t-shirt and jeans. She pulls on headphones. The noise of the outside world is silenced, replaced by sounds mirroring her inner storm: throbbing, emotional rock and melancholic, rebellious melodies wrack her soul.

​She reads. Not business analyses, but old favorites: leather-bound travel journals, art history albums, and novels about strong women who carve out their own paths.

​But the loudest and rawest way to release her emotions is painting. In her room, a small studio corner waits. Aya takes out a large, silent canvas.

​Eiden King takes form on the canvas.

​Aya first works with thick, dark oils. The earthy, sharp smell of the paint fills the room. In the center of the canvas, she paints a black, massive figure with no features. This is the unknown threat, the 27-year-old ghost. The figure is dark and oppressive, absorbing the light around it. On its head, she places a heavy, angular crown in gold paint, symbolizing not glory, but burden and possession.

​Aya gazes at the canvas. Hatred and helplessness churn within her. This painting is the silent scream of her rebellion. Then she picks up the thick brush, dipping it in red paint. The red is not the color of love, but of blood, rage, and destruction.

​Aya begins to strike the black figure and the crown with red. At first, just thick, purposeful lines. Then her movements become wilder, rawer. She stabs, tearing the canvas with the brush. Paint splatters, covering Aya's arm and face in the sticky, red hue.

​As the battle on the canvas reaches its climax, Aya’s mouth yanks open. She shrieks.

​The shriek is not one of pain, but the raw, released sound of pure rage. Rage at the confinement, the power, the man she dreads. The sound breaks through the room’s thick walls, but her parents dismiss it as hysterics. The butler listens worriedly behind the door.

​Aya finally collapses to the floor, exhausted, covered in red paint. On the canvas, the black figure is barely visible; only the red rage dominates, like a gaping wound. Aya then realizes that the shrieking and painting drain her energy but bring no solution. Six days remain.

​Aya stands up, wipes the paint from her face. Locked in the room, without any tools, her only weapon is her intelligence and memory. She holds all the company data, the employee counts, the crucial locations—in her head.

​13.

​The morning light was weak and grey. A soft, hesitant rhythm tapped at the door. Not the rattle of a tray, but a gentle, almost apologetic thump-thump. Aya didn’t move. She thought, Lunch. But the heavy iron mechanism groaned as the lock turned.

Lady Luna stood in the doorway. Her face was a tight mask, the fine lines around her eyes etched deep with sleeplessness and a tension that made her shoulders hold a brittle, unnatural set. In her hand, a shimmering waterfall of white satin—the garment bag—and next to it, a velvet box the color of dried blood gleamed.

“I brought the dress, Aya.” Her mother’s voice was sanded raw, catching on the corners of the words. “And a gift.”

Lady Luna laid the garment bag on the bed. The material had the weight of a small fortune. It was cream-colored, fine lace, yet utterly simple—a ghost of a wedding dress. It lacked the towering skirts and gold embroidery of a typical Luna Family affair. It was subdued, intimate, and chillingly personal. Eiden King chose this.

Her mother snapped open the velvet box. A blaze of white fire caught the light: a diamond tiara, delicate as spun sugar, adorned with tiny, sculptured flowers.

“Eiden sent it,” her mother breathed, the sudden return of the respectful tone making Aya’s skin crawl. “He said he hopes it will be worthy of your beauty.”

Aya’s chest went cold and hollow. The diamonds were not fire, but jagged, icy chains around her throat; the flowers not freedom, but withered symbols of control. The tiara was the King’s power, made miniature—a crown they meant to press onto her head.

A thought didn’t form. A hot, desperate surge of rejection did. Aya’s hand shot out, blurring past her mother’s surprised face. She snatched the box. The air whooshed as she whipped her arm back and threw it.

The velvet box spun end-over-end, opening mid-air. The fragile metal and precious stones exploded against the marble floor. It was the tinkle of a thousand crushed ice cubes, the sound of glass giving way. The floral tiara shattered, the tiny diamonds spraying everywhere, glittering shrapnel of a destroyed hope.

Lady Luna’s eyes tracked the scattering stones, then locked onto the fierce, unyielding set of her daughter’s jaw. The stress of the last few days, the fear of Lord Luna, the overwhelming power of the Kings—it all snapped inside the mother like a frayed wire.

Her hand flew up.

The sound was loud, flat, and sharp, a gunshot crack in the small room.

A vicious scarlet stain bloomed instantly on Aya’s cheekbone. Her head whipped to the side, her ears a distant, muffled roar. She barely registered her mother’s words.

“BEHAVE!” Lady Luna shrieked, the familiar, soft melody of her voice shredded into the desperate, frenzied rasp of a cornered animal. “BEHAVE WORTHY OF YOUR NAME! You are a Luna! You will not bring shame upon us in front of a King! Six more days!”

Aya staggered, a heavy sway against the non-existent blow. It wasn’t the sting of the palm that felled her, but the searing shock of betrayal. The woman who had never raised a hand, not once, had just done so. This was not anger; this was the slap of terror and entrapment. The mother is trapped too. She is also a Luna puppet.

Tears streaked down Lady Luna’s face, washing tracks through her makeup. She clamped down on her composure with an audible gasp.

“Now gather this trash immediately, Aya. And start preparing your soul for the wedding in a worthy manner.”

Aya pressed her fingers to the burning, throbbing patch on her cheek. The slap hadn’t broken her will; it had tempered it into steel. The desire to escape was no longer about disappointing her parents—it was a clean, razor-sharp edge of vengeance and absolute freedom.

*
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​The heavy oak door clicks shut behind Aya. Lady Luna stands alone in the luxurious, scattered room, the cold sparkle of diamonds lying across the marble floor. The sharp, echoing memory of the slap still vibrates in the air.

​Lady Luna slowly raises her right hand. Her fingers tremble. Her palm burns, not from the impact, but from the heat of shame and cold, terrible shock. What have I done? The thought is not a question, but a sharp, cold splinter in her consciousness. Never, not once, has she raised a hand to her daughter. The women of the Luna dynasty do not behave this way. They smile, nod, and quietly endure their fate in a prison of silk and marble.

​Her gaze falls to the shattered tiara on the floor. Eiden King’s gift. The promise of power and wealth lies in tiny, insignificant pieces in the dust, just like her daughter's dreams.

​Slowly, with mechanical movements, she moves toward her husband's office. She knows Alaric is not there. The office door stands ajar. She enters the frozen scent of power—the unmistakable aroma of expensive cigars, old leather, and money. On the desk, in precise order, lie the merger contracts.

​Lady Luna walks to the desk. Her fingers slide over the thick, embossed paper. She does not understand the complex legal formulas, the billion-dollar figures. She only sees two names, over and over: King and Luna. These two words are the monster devouring her daughter.

​Her hand lifts a sheet. The ink feels cold and foreign. A sudden, wild impulse seizes her: to crumple it, to tear it all to pieces. To destroy the cold evidence that is her daughter's death sentence.

​But her hand freezes in mid-air.

​Lord Luna’s footsteps echo in the corridor. Panic races through her like an ice-cold electric shock. Lightning-fast, she smooths the sheet and replaces it exactly where it was. She slips out like a silent shadow, her heart pounding in her throat.

​She returns to her own, perfectly decorated bedroom. She sits at her dressing table, facing the mirror. The perfect makeup, the flawless hairstyle, the expensive pearl necklace—a beautiful, empty mask looks back at her.

​The blow wasn't for Aya. It was for the helplessness she feels about her own life. She realizes she too is just a piece of merchandise in the Luna-King merger, just as her mother was before her. And now, with her own hands, she has pushed her daughter into the same fate.

​Tears begin to flow silently down her face in hot streams, ruining the carefully constructed mask. Sobs shake her shoulders soundlessly. The mistress of House Luna, who possesses everything, loses the most important thing: her own will. And now, her daughter's as well.

​14.

​ The sound of the slap severs Aya’s last, thin bond to family security. The following days in the vast room of the Luna residence become a slow, agonizing mourning.

​Aya does not collapse physically; she does not scream or smash more ornaments. After the exhaustion, the breakdown is quiet, suffocating. Monday. Tuesday. Wednesday. The days dwindle, like a candle flame. Only the distant ringing in her ears reminds her of the slap, which shows her that her own mother is also a slave in the family system.

​She looks at the canvas in the room. The black, crowned figure, now covered in red rage. The colors of darkness and blood slowly dry, becoming numb. This is no longer a painting, but a raw reflection of her soul.

​The huge, cream-colored, lace wedding dress hangs draped over a chair in the corner. Its simplicity no longer suggests elegance, but submission. The dress is the last shroud she can wear before she becomes Eiden King’s property.

​Aya sits on the floor, hugging her knees. The thought of his cold touch makes her skin crawl. A 27-year-old man who is a ghost, about whom she knows nothing human. A man who is only power and control.

​She mourns her innocence. That whimsical, artistic soul who, right after graduation, would be setting off to discover the world—beauty, nature, raw life. Instead, she will analyze numbers and accompany her husband on business trips, like a decorative accessory.

​The worst nightmare is the knowledge that Eiden wants a child soon. For Aya, her 20s were supposed to be about travel, painting, and freedom. Her entire life is now receiving an early ending.

​Aya cries. Not for the slap or the confinement. She cries for her future, which isn't even hers. Her body trembles, the pain coming from deep within, from the very bottom of her soul. The collapse is total. The energy left from the rebellion dissipates, replaced by deep, dark resignation.

​Sunday, 11:00 AM. The hour of doom approaches.

​Aya reaches the darkest point of grief, where there is no more fight, only acceptance. But acceptance here does not mean submission; it means the starting point of a final strategy. If she has nothing left to lose, then the rules do not apply to her.

​Aya slowly struggles to her feet. She looks in the mirror. Her face is pale, her eyes red-rimmed. She sees the Luna girl instead of the King's captive. No phone, no internet, no money, no allies.

​Aya scans the room, like a chessboard. She can only rely on her memories. The King company structures, the number of employees, the geographical distribution of the King empire—she holds them all in her mind. If physical escape is impossible, then Eiden King must be cornered on their wedding day.

​The Cathedral. The last public place. The stage.

​A new plan begins to form in Aya's mind, one built on the unexpected. If Eiden King is rushing the wedding for a business deal, then publicity is his greatest weakness.

​15.

​ Sunday, 11:00 AM. Aya and Lord Luna reach the altar. Behind the cream-colored lace dress lies the cold, inflexible armor of determination. The fabric of the dress itself feels suffocating; she senses the multi-million-dollar net woven around her. Eiden King, standing at the altar, is tall and severe; his black suit seems to absorb the very light. His gaze is even colder now than Aya ever imagined—the meeting of ice and iron.

​Lord Luna places his daughter's hand in Eiden’s. Eiden immediately yanks Aya to him. His grip is a chain, cold and metallic, biting into her wrist. Aya feels the man's immediate proximity
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