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Prologue
The gate made a mechanical grinding sound as it slid open. It was a heavy sound. It was the only sound in the morning air. I walked through the gap. I did not look back at the grey stone walls of the facility. I did not look at the guards in the tower.

I carried a clear plastic bag. It held everything I owned. There was a pair of denim jeans that were too big for me now. There was a cotton shirt. There was a wallet with no cash and no credit cards. My identification card had expired three years ago.

I stopped at the edge of the asphalt. The sun was bright. It felt hot on my skin. I had not stood in the sun without a fence in my way for five years. I felt a loss of balance for a moment. I stood still until the feeling went away.

A black car sat twenty feet from the gate. The engine made a low hum. It was a large car. The windows were dark. A man stood by the rear door. He was tall. He wore a dark suit. The fabric was heavy and smooth. He did not have any wrinkles on his clothes.

He was Silas Vane. I had seen his face in the newspapers Arthur used to read. He was known for buying companies and selling their parts. He was thirty-four years old. He looked older in person. His face did not show any emotion.

I walked toward him. My shoes made a scratching sound on the gravel. I stopped three feet away. I did not say anything. I had learned in prison that speaking first was a mistake.

"Elara Thorne," Silas said.

"Yes," I said. My voice was low. It sounded scratchy because I had not used it much.

"I am Silas Vane."

"I know who you are," I said.

He opened the door. The interior of the car was cool. I smelled leather. It did not smell like the prison. It did not smell like bleach or old food.

"Get in," he said.

I sat on the seat. The leather was soft. Silas sat next to me. He closed the door. The sound of the outside world stopped. It was very quiet. Silas reached into a leather bag. He pulled out a thick folder. He put it on the seat between us.

"The Vance family has finished the paperwork," Silas said. "Julian signed the final decree yesterday. You have been removed from the family records. You have no access to the Vance accounts. You have no legal claim to the estate."

I looked at my hands. They were thin. My nails were cut very short. I had a scar on my collarbone from a fight in the second year. I touched it through my shirt.

"I knew Julian would do that," I said.

"The Golden Circle has also made a decision," Silas said. "They have issued a social death notice. No one in the five families will speak to you. No one will give you a job. You are a person they no longer acknowledge."

I looked at him. His eyes were grey. They did not move from my face.

"Why are you here, Mr. Vane?" I asked. "You are part of the Circle. Why are you sitting in a car with a ghost?"

He opened the folder. He showed me a map of the city harbor. There was a large area marked in red.

"The Vance Trust," he said. "It is a land agreement from 1920. It covers the north docks. It is worth four hundred million dollars. Julian wants to sell it to pay off the shipping debts. But he cannot."

"Why not?" I asked.

"The trust has a specific rule," Silas said. "It can only be dissolved by a biological heir or a legal spouse of ten years. Julian was adopted. Arthur never told the public, but the legal documents are clear. You are the only biological heir."

I felt a pulse in my neck. I looked at the red marks on the map.

"The court convicted me of murder," I said. "A felon cannot hold a trust."

"That is true," Silas said. "But a spouse can. If you marry, the trust assets can be moved to a joint account for family maintenance. I need that land for my infrastructure project. Julian is blocking my access to the docks. I want to take them from him."

I looked at the window. We were moving now. The prison was far behind us.

"You want a marriage of convenience," I said.

"I want a contract," Silas said. "You sign the land over to my firm. In exchange, I provide you with a house, a new identity, and the resources to find what you want."

"You don't know what I want," I said.

Silas turned a page in the folder. He showed me a photograph of a man with a grey beard. It was Marcus Frey. He had been the head of security for my father. He had been the one who disappeared the night Arthur died.

"Marcus Frey is in a city in the north," Silas said. "He has the original security recordings from the study. The ones that were not edited by the police. He will only talk to someone who can protect him from Julian's fixers. I am the only person with enough power to do that."

I looked at the photo. I remembered Marcus. He had been kind to me when I was a child.

"Julian killed him," I said. "My father. I saw him in the hallway. He had blood on his sleeves. But the police found the knife in my room."

"I know," Silas said. "My father died because of the Vances too. He lost his business to Arthur. Then he died in a boating accident. I do not believe in accidents when it comes to your family."

He handed me a silver pen. It was heavy.

"If you marry me, you get the evidence. You get your name back. And you get to see Julian lose the empire he stole from you."

I took the pen. I felt the weight of it. I looked at the contract. It was fifty pages of legal text. I did not read them. I signed my name at the bottom of the last page.

"The marriage will be registered this afternoon," Silas said. "You will move into my house tonight."

He took the folder back. He did not look happy. He looked like he had just finished a business deal.

"There is one more thing you need to know," he said.

He pulled out a small, yellowed piece of paper. It had a seal at the top. It was a crest of a black tree.

"I found this in the private files of the Vance estate," Silas said. "It is a record of the Foundling Protocol from 1998. It was a practice used by the elite families. They swapped children to ensure the strongest heirs took over the companies."

I stared at the paper. My name was on it. But it was not next to the name Vance.

"You are not a Vance by blood, Elara," Silas said. "The DNA evidence at your trial was a lie. You were swapped at birth with a child who died. Your biological mother is Beatrice Blackwood."

I felt the air leave my lungs. Beatrice Blackwood was the head of the largest rival company in the city. She was the woman who had funded the prosecution against me.

"She thinks I killed her ally," I said.

"She thinks you are a Vance murderer," Silas said. "She is hosting a gala tonight for the Golden Circle. We are going to attend. We are going to show them the marriage license. And then we are going to show her that paper."

I looked at the city skyline. It was made of glass and steel. It looked cold.

"They will try to kill me," I said.

"They will try," Silas said. He looked at me then. His eyes were steady. "But you are my wife now. And I do not let people destroy my assets."

I sat back in the seat. I was not a prisoner anymore. I was a Blackwood. I was a wife. And I was going to find the truth.

1. Chapter 1 The Iron Gate
The buzzer sounded. It was a flat, mechanical noise that I had heard every day for eighteen hundred and twenty-five days.

Officer Miller did not look at me. He pushed a clear plastic bag across the metal counter. Inside were the items I had arrived with five years ago. A pair of silver earrings. A dead cell phone with a cracked screen. A leather wallet containing forty-two dollars and a dry-cleaning receipt.

I picked up the bag. My fingernails were short and bitten down to the quick. I didn't put the earrings back in. My earlobes had probably closed up years ago, somewhere between the third and fourth time I was sent to solitary for a fight I didn't start.

"Sign here, Thorne," Miller said. He pointed at a digital pad.

I signed. My handwriting was different now. It was smaller, more cramped. It didn't look like the signature of a woman who had once been the primary heir to a shipping fortune. It looked like the signature of a woman who had spent sixty months counting the cracks in a cinderblock wall.

I walked toward the heavy steel door. It slid open with a screech of metal on metal. I stepped into the vestibule. Then through the final gate.

There was no one waiting for me. No cameras. No reporters. The Golden Circle had a way of making people disappear long before the state did. When the Vances disowned me, the rest of the city followed suit. Social death is a quiet affair.

I stood on the gravel shoulder of the road. The air was fifty-four degrees. It smelled of damp earth and car exhaust. It didn't smell like freedom. It just smelled like a different kind of cage.

A black sedan sat fifty yards down the road. It was an armored vehicle with tinted windows that blocked out the morning light. The engine was running, making a low hum that I felt in my feet.

The rear door opened. A man stepped out.

He was tall. He wore a charcoal suit that was tailored to his frame with surgical precision. His hair was dark and combed back. He didn't move toward me. He just stood by the open door and waited.

I recognized him from the business journals my father used to leave on the breakfast table. Silas Vane. The man they called The Liquidator. He had dismantled three of my father’s rival companies before I was twenty-five.

I clutched the plastic bag against my chest. My knuckles were white. I walked toward him because I had nowhere else to go. My bank accounts were frozen. My friends were gone. My house belonged to my brother, Julian.

I stopped three feet away from Silas. He was taller than he looked in photographs. His eyes were a pale silver-blue. They didn't show any emotion. They didn't show pity, which I appreciated.

"Elara," he said. His voice was low and carried a controlled weight.

"Mr. Vane," I replied. My voice sounded raspy. I hadn't spoken more than ten words a day for years.

"Get in the car," he said. It wasn't a request. He stepped aside to give me room.

I looked at the leather interior. It looked too clean. Too expensive. I looked down at my prison-issued gray sweatshirt and the cheap jeans they gave me upon release. I felt like a smudge on a clean window.

I got in. The door closed with a heavy thud that sealed out the sound of the wind. The air inside the car was climate-controlled and smelled of nothing at all.

Silas sat next to me. He didn't look at me while the driver pulled away from the curb. He pulled a slim leather folder from the seat pocket and laid it on his lap.

"You have no money," Silas said. He wasn't guessing. "You have no legal standing to reclaim your father’s estate. Julian has spent the last five years ensuring that every door in this city is locked against you."

"I know," I said. I kept my eyes on the road ahead. We were passing the outer perimeter fence. The coils of razor wire looked dull under the gray sky.

"I have something you want," he continued. He opened the folder. He pulled out a photograph. It was a grainy image of a man in a dark jacket. He was standing outside a warehouse I recognized as a Vance Shipping facility. The timestamp was the night of my father's murder.

I reached for the photo. My hand shook. I pulled it back and clenched it into a fist.

"Who is that?" I asked.

"The man who actually killed Arthur Vance," Silas said. "I know where he is. I know who paid him."

I turned my head to look at him. His profile was stationary. He looked like he was carved out of granite.

"Why are you telling me this?" I asked. "You hated my father. You spent a decade trying to ruin him."

"I didn't hate him," Silas said. "I wanted his assets. There is a difference. Now, I want the Vance Trust land. The harbor project requires the signature of a legal spouse or a biological heir. Julian is an adoptive son. He can't sign it away without a decade of probate. You can."

I felt a cold sensation in my stomach. The Vance Trust was the only thing Julian hadn't been able to touch. It was protected by a set of archaic rules designed to keep the bloodline pure.

"You want me to sign the land over to you," I said.

"I want more than a signature," Silas said. He finally turned to look at me. His gaze was steady. "The Golden Circle will never let you back in. They will see to it that you end up back in that cell or in a grave. Julian is already planning his next move to keep you quiet."

He paused. He tapped a manicured finger against the leather folder.

"I need you to marry me, Elara. A legal marriage of ten years is the only other way to dissolve the trust restrictions immediately. If we marry, I can protect you. I can provide the resources you need to clear your name. In exchange, I get the land."

I looked at the scar on my collarbone. I had gotten it three years ago when a woman named Miller tried to take my shoes with a sharpened toothbrush. I had learned that everything in life was a transaction. Nothing was free. Safety was a commodity.

"You want to own me," I said.

"I want an asset," he corrected. "And you want your life back. This is the only way you get it."

I looked out the window. We were crossing the bridge into the city now. The skyline rose up like a row of jagged teeth. I thought about the five years I had lost. I thought about Julian sitting in my father's office, drinking my father's scotch, wearing my father's watch.

I thought about the man in the photograph.

"What happens if I say no?" I asked.

"I drop you at the nearest subway station with your forty-two dollars," Silas said. "And Julian wins."

I didn't have to think about it. I had been thinking about revenge since the moment the jury read the verdict.

"When do we do it?" I asked.

"Today," Silas said. "The license is already processed. We stop at the courthouse, then we go to the Blackwood estate for the anniversary gala. I want the world to see you before Julian has a chance to hide you again."

"The Blackwoods?" I asked. My heart skipped a beat. "Beatrice Blackwood will never let me through the door."

"She will if you're with me," Silas said. He reached into the folder and pulled out a gold-embossed invitation. "In the Golden Circle, power is the only thing that overrides a scandal. I have the power. You have the name. Together, we are an entity they can't ignore."

He reached out and took my hand. His skin was warm. My hand felt small and rough in his. He didn't squeeze it. He just held it, a physical manifestation of the contract we had just signed in the air between us.

"Welcome home, Elara," he said.

I didn't feel like I was home. I felt like I was entering a different kind of prison, one with silk sheets and high ceilings. But at least in this one, I would have a weapon.
2. Chapter 2 The Contract of Convenience
The car slowed as it approached the granite steps of the New York County Courthouse. Silas did not let go of my hand until the driver opened the door. The heat of his palm left my skin immediately, replaced by the conditioned air of the Bentley. He stepped out and waited for me. I stood on the pavement, my prison-issued sneakers looking bright and cheap against the clean stone of the sidewalk.

Silas adjusted his cufflinks. He looked at the heavy doors of the building.

"We have fifteen minutes before the clerk finishes the filing," he said. "Follow my lead. Do not speak unless you are asked a direct question by the official."

I followed him up the steps. My legs felt heavy. I had not walked this much in five years without a fence in front of me. People in suits brushed past us. None of them looked at my face. I was just a woman in a grey sweatshirt, a shadow walking beside a man who looked like he owned the block.

Inside, the hallway smelled of floor wax and old paper. We walked into a small office on the third floor. A woman with grey hair and thick glasses looked up from a computer screen. She looked at Silas, then at me. Her eyes stayed on my bitten fingernails for a second too long.

"Mr. Vane," she said. She placed a stack of papers on the counter. "Everything is ready for your signatures."

Silas picked up a pen. It was heavy and made of black metal. He signed his name in a single, fluid motion. He pushed the paper toward me. I looked at the line. It asked for my name.

I took the pen. My hand shook. I had not held a pen like this in years. In the facility, we used short, flexible plastic sticks so we couldn't turn them into weapons. I pressed the nib to the paper. The ink was dark. I wrote my name: Elara Thorne.

"You are now legally married under the laws of this state," the woman said. She did not smile. She stamped the paper and slid a copy into a gold folder.

Silas took the folder. He did not look at me. He did not kiss me. He turned and walked toward the exit. I followed him back to the car. The transition happened so fast that the air in my lungs felt trapped. I was a wife. I was a Vane. I was still a convict, but now I had a different set of bars around me.

Once we were back in the car, Silas reached for a large garment bag resting on the seat beside him. He handed it to me.

"Change," he said.

I looked at the bag. "Here?"

"The windows are tinted. The driver will not look," Silas said. He pulled a laptop from a pocket in the door and opened it. The glow of the screen lit his face. He ignored me.

I unzipped the bag. Inside was a dress made of dark green silk. It felt cold and heavy. I pulled my sweatshirt over my head. I felt the scar on my collarbone catch on the fabric. I looked at Silas. He was typing. He did not look up, but his jaw was tight.

I stepped out of my sweatpants and pulled the dress on. It fit perfectly. It was cut high at the neck, covering the jagged mark on my bone, but it was sleeveless. My arms were thin, the muscle gone from years of poor nutrition. I zipped the back with difficulty.

Silas closed his laptop. He reached into a small velvet box and pulled out a necklace. It was a simple silver chain with a single diamond. He leaned forward. I stiffened. He didn't touch my skin more than he had to. He fastened the clasp. His breath was close to my ear.

"The Blackwood estate is five miles away," he said, sitting back. "Beatrice Blackwood is the host. She is a woman who values silence and position. She will try to provoke you. She will want to see if the prison broke you."

"Why would she care?" I asked. I rubbed my wrists. The skin felt sensitive.

"She is a member of the Golden Circle," Silas said. "She and your father—Arthur—were close. Or as close as people in that world get. She thinks you killed him because you were greedy. She thinks you ruined the Vance
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