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Prologue
The pen felt heavy in my hand. I stared at the signature line on page forty-two of the contract. The paper was thick and white. It felt expensive under my fingertips. I did not want to touch it. I did not want to be in this room.

Julian Thorne sat across the wide mahogany desk. He did not look at me. He was focused on his phone. He wore a charcoal suit that looked like it had never seen a wrinkle. His posture was rigid. I could see the white line of a scar across his left knuckles. It was the only part of him that did not look perfect.

"It is getting late, Elara," he said. His voice was low and precise. He did not look up from the screen. "The doctors are waiting for the wire transfer. Your father does not have much time before they move him out of the private wing."

I looked at the document again. It was not a marriage certificate. It was a merger agreement. My name was listed as a condition of the trade. My life was the collateral for a debt I had not created.

"Three years," I said. My voice sounded thin in the large, quiet office. "That is the agreement."

"Three years," Julian repeated. He finally looked at me. His eyes were a very pale blue. He did not blink. "You will live in my home. You will attend every function on my calendar. You will never speak of our private arrangements to anyone. Not even your father."

I gripped the pen. I thought about my father. I thought about the way his hands had shaken when the bank took his keys. I thought about the empty pill bottles on his nightstand. He had lost his empire in a single night. Now, I was buying back his life with mine.

I leaned forward and signed my name. The ink was black. It looked final on the page. I felt a strange weight in my stomach. It was not a new feeling. It had been there since the day the Vance name became a joke in the city.

Julian reached out and took the folder. He checked the signature. He did not smile. He did not offer a hand to shake. He stood up. He was tall, standing at least half a foot over me. He adjusted his cuffs and checked his watch.

"We leave in one hour," he said. "A car is waiting to take you to the estate. My staff has already cleared out your apartment."

I stood up. I pulled my oversized blazer tighter around my chest. It was a size too big, but it made me feel like I was hiding. "You could have asked me first."

Julian stopped at the door. He turned his head just enough to see me. "I did not buy your opinion, Elara. I bought your time. There is a difference."

He walked out. The door clicked shut behind him. The sound was quiet but it felt very loud in the empty room.

"He is a charming man, isn't he?"

I turned around. Silas Thorne was standing by the window. I had not noticed him there. He was Julian’s brother, but he did not have the same rigid presence. He wore a blue suit and a smirk that made me feel like I was part of a joke he had already heard.

"I did not see you," I said.

"Julian has that effect," Silas said. He walked toward the desk. He picked up a crystal glass and swirled the amber liquid inside. "He takes up all the space in a room. It is a useful trait for a man who wants to own everything."

"I am not something he owns," I said.

Silas laughed. It was a short, dry sound. "You signed the paper, Elara. In this family, that is the same thing as a bill of sale. My brother does not see people. He sees numbers. And right now, your numbers are just high enough to help him with the public offering."

I did not answer him. I walked past him toward the door. I did not want to hear any more about the Thorne family logic. I knew the rules. Perception was more valuable than cash. I was the perception he needed.

I walked into the hallway. The walls were lined with portraits of men with hard faces. They were all Thornes. They all looked like they were waiting for someone to fail. I kept my head down as I walked toward the elevator.

I reached into my pocket and felt the small, folded slip of paper. It had the account numbers I had found in my father's desk. The accounts that had been emptied a week before the collapse. Julian Thorne had taken the docks and the ships, but someone else had taken the money.

I would find out who it was. I would use the Thorne name to open the doors that had been slammed in my face.

Julian thought he was keeping me in his house like a piece of furniture he had salvaged from a wreck. He thought I was a girl who had run out of options.

He was right about the options. But he was wrong about me.

I stepped into the elevator. The doors were made of polished brass. I saw my reflection. I looked tired. I looked small in my big blazer.

But as the elevator descended toward the lobby, I straightened my shoulders. I wiped a smudge of ink off my thumb.

Julian Thorne had made a bet that I would be a quiet, obedient wife for three years.

It was the first time in his life he was going to lose.

1. The Collateral Sacrifice
"Sign it, Elara."

Julian Thorne did not look at me. He kept his focus on the gold watch on his left wrist, the one that caught the harsh fluorescent light of the boardroom. He adjusted the cuff of his charcoal suit jacket. It was perfect. Not a single crease.

I looked down at the document. The title at the top read 'Marital Asset Integration Agreement.' It was thirty pages of legal jargon that boiled down to one thing: I was selling myself to the man who destroyed my father.

"The clock is ticking," Julian said. His voice was flat. "The bank initiates the seizure of the Vance shipping yards at midnight. If this isn't filed by then, your father spends his remaining years in a state facility instead of a private clinic."

I picked up the heavy fountain pen. My hand was steady, though my skin felt cold. I had practiced this moment in my head for three days, ever since Julian sat me down in this same office and told me exactly how much my father had lost in a single night of gambling.

"Three years," I said. I didn't look at him either. I looked at the line where my name was supposed to go. "You wipe the debt. You restore the Vance name to the board. And then I walk away with the original shares of the company."

"The shares remain in a trust," Julian corrected. He stood up. He was tall, his shadow stretching across the table until it covered the paper in front of me. "You get them back if you fulfill the terms. If you fail to maintain the public image of a devoted wife, you get nothing. Not even a cab ride home."

I pressed the pen to the paper. The ink bled into the white grain. I signed my name. Elara Vance.

Julian reached over and took the document before the ink was dry. He didn't smile. He didn't offer a hand to shake. He tapped the scar on his left knuckles, a rhythmic, distracted movement that signaled I was no longer his priority.

"Go home, Elara," he said. "Pack what you need. My driver is waiting downstairs to take you to the estate. From tomorrow, you are a Thorne."

"I'm a collateral sacrifice," I said.

He stopped at the door. He didn't turn around, but I saw his shoulders stiffen. "You're the wife of the man who owns everything you used to love. Try to remember that when the cameras are on us."

He left the room. The silence that followed was heavy. I stayed in the chair for five minutes, listening to the hum of the air conditioning. I had what I wanted—the chance to save my father—but the cost felt like a physical weight in my chest.

I walked out of the Thorne Industries building. The lobby was empty, the marble floors polished to a mirror finish. I saw my reflection in the glass doors. I was wearing an oversized blazer, the grey fabric hanging off my shoulders like armor that was too big for me. I looked like a ghost haunting a corporate tomb.

Outside, a black sedan was idling at the curb. A man in a suit opened the back door.

"Mrs. Thorne?" he asked.

The name hit me like a physical blow. I didn't answer. I just got into the car.

The drive to the Thorne estate took forty minutes. We left the city behind, moving into the hills where the houses were hidden behind iron gates and security cameras. Julian’s home was a brutalist structure of concrete and glass. It looked more like a fortress than a residence.

When the car stopped, the driver didn't move.

"Mr. Thorne instructed me to tell you that your rooms are in the east wing," the driver said. "He will be staying in the west wing. You are not to enter the west wing without an invitation."

"I understand the rules," I said.

I stepped out of the car and looked up at the house. This was the deal. I would live here, play the part of the redeemed socialite, and secretly find the money that vanished from my father's accounts. Julian thought he had won a trophy. He didn't realize I was bringing the wreckage of the Vance empire into his clean, controlled world.

I walked into the foyer. It was cavernous. A woman in a black dress was waiting for me. She didn't look friendly.

"I am Mrs. Halloway, the house manager," she said. "Follow me. Your dinner will be served in your room at seven. Mr. Thorne is working late."

"Does he ever do anything else?" I asked.

Mrs. Halloway didn't answer. She led me up a flight of stairs and down a long, white hallway. She opened a door to a suite that was larger than my father’s entire apartment.

"The wardrobe has been stocked with clothes in your size," she said. "Dispose of those rags you are wearing. Julian Thorne's wife does not wear off-the-rack clearance items."

She closed the door behind her.

I stood in the center of the room. It was beautiful, expensive, and completely empty of personality. I walked to the window. In the distance, I could see the lights of the city where I had lost everything.

I stripped off my blazer and tossed it onto the bed. I wasn't going to spend tonight crying. I went to the laptop sitting on the desk. I opened a private browser and typed in a series of coordinates for an offshore server.

Julian Thorne thought he had bought a wife. He didn't know I had spent the last week before the wedding installing a backdoor into the Thorne Industries financial ledger.

I sat down and started to work. My fingers moved over the keys. If Julian wanted a marriage of convenience, I would give him exactly that. I would be the perfect, silent wife in public, and his worst nightmare in the digital shadows.

At 6:45 PM, my door opened without a knock.

Julian stood there. He had removed his tie, and his top button was undone. He looked tired, but his eyes were still sharp. He saw the laptop and his jaw tightened.

"I don't remember authorizing a computer for your room," he said.

"I brought it with me," I said, closing the lid. "It’s one of the few things your lawyers didn't seize."

He walked into the room, his presence making the space feel smaller. He stopped a few feet away from me. He reached out, his hand hovering near my face before he dropped it. The scar on his knuckles was jagged up close.

"We have a gala tomorrow night," he said. "The IPO hinges on the investors seeing us together. You will wear the red dress. You will smile. You will tell everyone how I saved you."

"I'll tell them the truth, Julian. I'll tell them I'm exactly where you put me."

He leaned down, his face inches from mine. "The truth is whatever I say it is, Elara. You're in my house now. You're on my ledger. Don't make me remind you what happens to bad debts."

He turned and walked out, slamming the door. The sound echoed through the suite.

I opened the laptop again. I didn't care about the gala or the red dress. I found the first file I was looking for. It was a transfer of ten million dollars from the Vance Shipping account to a shell company called 'S.T. Holdings.'

S.T. Silas Thorne.

Julian’s brother had been stealing from my father long before the gambling started. And if Julian didn't know about it, he was about to find out how much his brother cost him. If he did know, then this marriage wasn't a rescue. It was a cover-up.

I leaned back in the chair. The game had officially begun.
2. A Contract Written in Ice
I didn't close the laptop when the door clicked shut. I stared at the screen until the blue light made my eyes ache. The digits on the screen were static, but they represented a very real movement of wealth. Ten million dollars. That was the amount Silas Thorne had siphoned from my father’s accounts in the three months leading up to the collapse. It wasn’t a business failure. It was a heist.

I moved the cursor over the file path. S.T. Holdings was registered in the Cayman Islands, but the digital footprint led back to a server located right here in this city. I copied the encryption keys and moved them to a hidden folder on my private drive. If I could prove Silas took the money, I could invalidate the debt Julian claimed I owed him. My marriage wouldn't be a rescue then. It would be a liability for the Thorne family.

I shut the laptop and shoved it under the mattress. The silence of the East Wing was heavy. This part of the house felt like a museum. The air was still and smelled of lemon polish and old fabric. I lay down on the bed, still wearing my jeans. I didn't sleep. I watched the shadows of the tree branches move against the far wall as the wind picked up outside. I thought about the red dress Julian mentioned. He didn't ask me to wear it; he commanded it. Everything with him was a transaction of power.

At 6:00 AM, a sharp knock vibrated through the door frame. I sat up, my back stiff from the edge of the mattress. I opened the door to find a woman in a grey uniform. She looked to be in her sixties, her hair pulled back into a tight knot that didn't allow for a single loose strand.

"Mr. Thorne is waiting for you in the study," she said. Her voice had no inflection. "I am Mrs. Gable. I manage the household staff. You have twenty minutes to dress. Business attire is expected for breakfast meetings."

"I don't have a breakfast meeting," I said.

"Mr. Thorne says otherwise," she replied. She looked at my wrinkled clothes but said nothing more before turning and walking down the long corridor.

I went to the bathroom and splashed cold water on my face. My skin looked pale. I didn't have a full wardrobe here yet, so I put on the only other blazer I had brought—a navy blue one with sharp shoulders. I brushed my hair until it was straight and pulled it back. I looked like the woman who used to run my father’s logistics department, not a woman who had just been sold to a billionaire.

I found the study in the West Wing. The transition from the East Wing was noticeable. Where my side of the house was dusty and ornate, this side was all glass, steel, and dark wood. Julian sat behind a desk that
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