
    
      Married To An Exquisite Queen

      A Queen's Revenge Begins at the Altar

      by Alister McKenzie

    

  Copyright
ISBN: 978-1-997347-81-1

Copyright © 2026 by Alister McKenzie.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

Published by Alister McKenzie.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Prologue
The rain hits the stained glass of the cathedral. I hear the water running down the stone walls outside. The air inside is cold. It carries the smell of old wood and burnt wax. I stand at the end of the aisle. The silk of my dress is white and heavy. It presses against my legs as I move.

I do not have a father to walk with me. He is dead because of the man sitting in the front row. I look at Arthur Thorne. He sits on the right side of the aisle. His grey suit is perfectly pressed. His hands are folded on his lap. He does not look at the altar. He looks at me. His face is a mask of stone. He think he has won. He thinks this marriage is his final move to bury the Vance name forever.

I walk forward. The heels of my shoes click on the marble floor. The sound is loud in the silent room. There are fifty people in the pews. They are the Inner Circle of London. They are the people who watched my father lose his empire five years ago. They are the people who whispered about fraud when I was publicly shamed. They wear black and dark blue. They look like they are waiting for a verdict.

Julian Thorne stands at the altar. He is tall and his shoulders are broad under his black jacket. He does not look like a groom. His platinum hair is messy. He has a shadow of a beard on his jaw. His fingers move at his sides. I see black ink stains on the skin around his nails. He spent the morning in front of a computer. He did not spend it thinking about me.

I reach the altar and stand next to him. We do not touch. We do not look at each other. We look at the priest. The priest is an old man with a low voice. He begins to speak. The words are about love and commitment. They are the wrong words for this room. This is a business deal. This is a merger of two houses that hate each other.

Julian turns to face me. His eyes are dark. I see the history of his father's control in the lines of his face. He is thirty-four years old but he looks exhausted. He is a man who builds digital walls to keep the world away. I am the woman who is going to walk through them. I need his name to get inside the Thorne headquarters. He needs my capital to buy his freedom from Arthur.

'Do you, Julian Thorne, take Elara Vance to be your wedded wife?' the priest asks.

Julian says his part. His voice is flat and clear. It does not shake. He sounds like he is reading a legal document. He looks over my shoulder at the door. He wants to be anywhere else. He wants to be back in his lab, working on the protocol that will destroy his father's surveillance network.

'I do,' I say when it is my turn.

I want Arthur to hear the strength in my voice. I want him to know that the woman he stripped of everything is back in his house. I am not the socialite he remembers. I am a ghost with a knife.

Julian reaches for my hand. His skin is cold. He slides a gold band onto my finger. It is a simple ring. It is the weight of a debt. I do the same for him. My fingers brush his palm. He flinches slightly. It is a small movement, but I feel it. He is not used to being touched.

'I pronounce you husband and wife,' the priest says.

We do not kiss. We turn to face the guests. Arthur Thorne stands up. He nods once. It is a gesture of ownership. He thinks he owns me because his son has my name. He is wrong. He has invited the plague into his home and called it a daughter-in-law.

We walk back down the aisle. The guests stand in silence. No one claps. No one smiles. We reach the heavy oak doors and they swing open. The London air is sharp. It tastes like soot and wet asphalt. The rain is harder now. It soaks into my hair and my veil.

Julian stops at the top of the stone steps. He looks at the car waiting at the curb. He looks at the rain.

'It is done,' Julian says.

'It is only the beginning,' I tell him.

He looks at me then. There is a flash of recognition in his eyes. He knows what I am. He knows I did not come here for a wedding. I came here for a war.

'My father will kill you if he finds the truth,' Julian says.

'He will have to find me first,' I respond. 'I am the queen in his castle now. He is just a guest.'

We walk down the steps and into the rain. The silk of my dress is ruined. I do not care. The contract is signed. The revenge has begun.

1. The Vow of Silence
The priest held the gold ring between his thumb and index finger. He waited for Julian to take it. The silence in the cathedral was heavy enough that I could hear the rain hitting the high leaded windows. I didn't look at the priest. I looked at Julian’s hands. His fingers were stained with black ink around the cuticles. He was an architect and a coder, a man who spent his nights building digital walls, and his hands showed the physical cost of his obsession.

Julian didn't reach for the ring immediately. He stood rigid in a black suit that looked expensive but felt wrong on him, as if he were a man playing a part in a play he hadn't auditioned for. He was tall, his shoulders broad enough to block my view of the altar. He hadn't shaved in at least two days. The dark stubble on his jaw made him look older than thirty-four, and far more tired than a groom should be.

I kept my back straight. My platinum hair was pulled into a bob so tight it felt like it was pulling the skin at my temples. I had spent three hours in a chair to look this severe. I wanted to look like a woman who was making a transaction, not a woman who was starting a life. This wasn't a beginning. It was a hostile takeover.

"The ring, Julian," I said. My voice was low. I didn't whisper. I spoke with the same tone I used in boardrooms when I was about to fire a consultant.

Julian finally moved. He took the ring from the priest. His skin was warm when his fingers brushed mine, a sharp contrast to the damp cold that had settled into my bones since I walked through the heavy oak doors of St. Jude’s. He didn't look at my face. He looked at my hand as he slid the gold band onto my finger. It was too heavy. It felt like a shackle, but I didn't flinch.

In the front row, Arthur Thorne sat with his hands folded over the silver head of his cane. He was sixty years old and looked like he was made of granite and spite. He watched us with a look of intense focus. He wasn't looking at his son with pride. He was looking at Julian like a piece of property he had successfully leased out. Ten years ago, this man had destroyed my father. He had turned the Vance name into a punchline in the London Inner Circle. Now, I was marrying into his family.

Julian’s voice was a rough baritone when he spoke his vows. He didn't use any emotion. He read the words like he was confirming a set of terms and conditions on a software update. He promised to honor me. He promised to cherish me. We both knew those words were lies. The only true thing in this cathedral was the legal contract sitting in a briefcase in the vestry.

When it was my turn, I looked directly at Arthur. I spoke my vows while staring into the eyes of the man who had stolen my birthright. I promised to stay with Julian until death. I meant it. I wouldn't leave until the Thorne empire was in ruins, and if that took the rest of my life, I would stay. I would be the ghost in their hallways and the knife in their ledgers.

"I now pronounce you husband and wife," the priest said.

He didn't tell Julian to kiss the bride. Even the priest seemed to sense that physical affection would be a violation of the atmosphere. We stood there for a moment, two strangers bound by blood and debt. Julian finally turned his head to look at me. His eyes were dark, almost black, and they were full of a quiet, simmering anger that matched my own. He didn't hate me. He hated that he needed me.

We walked toward the back of the church to sign the register. The sound of our shoes on the stone floor was the only noise in the building. The guests—a collection of venture capitalists, socialites, and corporate spies—sat in total silence. No one clapped. No one cheered. They were all there to witness the merger of two dynasties that had spent a decade trying to kill each other. They were waiting for the first drop of blood.

I picked up the pen. It was a heavy silver fountain pen, likely a gift from Arthur to the church. I signed my name: Elara Vance. Then, I watched as Julian signed his. Our names sat side by side on the paper. It was the first time they had ever been linked without a lawsuit or a hostile bid between them.

Julian leaned in toward my ear. I could smell the faint scent of coffee and the ink from his hands. He didn't touch me. He didn't even let his coat brush against my dress.

"The money hit my account ten minutes before the ceremony started," he said. His voice was a rasp, barely audible over the rain. "My father thinks he bought me back. He thinks I'm under his thumb again because of your capital."

I looked at him. I didn't smile. "He thinks he bought a son. He actually bought an assassin."

Julian’s jaw tightened. A small muscle flickered near his ear. He looked like he wanted to say something else, but he stopped himself. He stood up straight and offered me his arm. It was a formal gesture, devoid of any warmth. I placed my hand on his forearm. His coat was made of a wool so fine it felt like silk, but underneath the fabric, his muscles were as hard as iron.

We walked out of the cathedral. The doors were thrown open, and the London rain hit us immediately. A fleet of black cars waited at the curb. Photographers were lined up behind a rope, their flashes going off in a rapid, rhythmic pulse that made the wet pavement glow. They wanted pictures of the wedding of the century. They wanted to see the Vance heiress and the Thorne prodigy.

Arthur was right behind us. I could hear the rhythmic thud of his cane on the stone. He stopped at the top of the stairs, flanking us like a warden. He put a hand on Julian’s shoulder. It wasn't an affectionate gesture; it was a claim.

"A beautiful ceremony," Arthur said. His voice was high and thin, like wire being stretched. "Exactly what the firm needed. Stability. Unity."

Julian didn't look at his father. He didn't pull away, but he went so still he looked like a statue. I felt the tension radiating off him. It was a physical force. Julian Thorne was a man who had spent his life trying to escape his father’s shadow, and here he was, married to the woman his father had chosen to cement a business alliance.

"We're leaving," Julian said. He didn't wait for Arthur to respond. He stepped down the stairs, pulling me with him.

We moved through the gauntlet of cameras. I kept my chin up and my eyes fixed on the car. I didn't look at the photographers. I didn't look at the crowd. I focused on the weight of the locket beneath the silk of my wedding dress. It was a small, gold piece that had once belonged to Julian’s mother. Inside it was a key my father had hidden years ago. Julian didn't know I had it. He didn't know that our families were linked by more than just this transactional marriage.

We reached the car. A driver opened the door, and we slid into the back seat. The door closed with a heavy, muffled thud, cutting off the sound of the rain and the shouting of the press. The interior of the car smelled of new leather and expensive cleaning products. It was a confined, private space, and for the first time in an hour, I was alone with my husband.

Julian sat as far away from me as the seat would allow. He stared out the window at the blurred lights of London. He didn't speak. He didn't look at me. The silence in the car was different than the silence in the church. It wasn't heavy or ceremonial. It was expectant. It was the silence that happens right before a storm breaks.

I took off my lace gloves and folded them in my lap. My hands were shaking, but I didn't let him see. I had waited five years for this. I had lived in a small apartment in Berlin, working under a false name, building the skills I needed to tear Arthur Thorne apart. I had sacrificed my name, my youth, and now my freedom to get back into this world.

"There's a safe in the house," Julian said. He still wasn't looking at me. "The Aegis protocols are on a drive inside it. My father thinks he has the only copy. He's wrong."

"I don't care about your protocols yet," I said. "I care about the board meeting on Monday. I need your voting shares."

Julian turned his head. He looked at me then, really looked at me. There was a flicker of something in his eyes—not respect, but a recognition of a fellow predator. He saw the sharp edges I had spent years honing.

"You're going to use me to gut him," Julian said. It wasn't a question.

"I'm going to use you to burn it all down," I replied.

Julian didn't look away. For a long second, we just stared at each other as the car moved through the dark streets of Mayfair. He reached out, his ink-stained hand hovering near my arm for a moment before he pulled it back. He didn't touch me. He just nodded once.

"Welcome to the family, Elara," he said.

He said it like he was welcoming me to a war zone.
2. A Bed Made of Glass
I didn't answer him. The car slowed to a halt in front of a house made of dark grey stone and wide panels of glass. It sat at the end of a private road, hidden from the main street by a row of tall trees.

Julian didn't wait for the driver to reach the handle. He pushed the door open and stepped out into the rain. I followed him, the hem of my white silk dress dragging across the wet pavement. I didn't care about the fabric. I cared about the door closing behind me.

The house was cold. The air conditioning was set to a temperature that felt like a refrigerator. The interior was a series of open spaces with polished concrete floors and white walls. There were no photos on the walls. No personal touches. It looked like a gallery that hadn't been curated yet.

Julian dropped his keys on a metal table near the entrance. The sound rang through the empty hall. He didn't look back to see if I was behind him. He walked toward a staircase made of steel and wood.

"The kitchen is through there," he said, pointing to the left without stopping. "The guest rooms are on the second floor. My workspace is off-limits."

"We didn't agree to separate rooms," I said. My voice was steady. I kept my back straight. "Arthur will have people watching this house. He has people inside the security firm you use. If we don't look like a married couple, the board will know the union is a sham by sunrise."

Julian stopped on the third step. He turned around. He looked at my platinum hair, then at the obsidian color of my eyes. He didn't smile. He looked like he was calculating the risk of my presence.

"You want to share a bed, Elara?" he asked. "I don't sleep. I work. I pace. Sometimes I forget to eat for two days. You won't find it comfortable."

"I didn't marry you for comfort," I said. I walked toward him until I was at the base of the stairs. "I married you for the voting shares and the access. If that means sleeping in the same room to maintain the lie, then that is what we do."

He stared at me for a long time. His fingers were dark with ink from a project he must have been working on before the ceremony. He rubbed his thumb against his pointer finger, smearing the black stain.

"Fine," he said. "The master suite is at the end of the hall. Don't touch the terminal on the desk."

He continued up the stairs. I followed, the sound of my heels hitting the metal steps echoing. Every step felt like a drumbeat. I was inside the Thorne perimeter now. I was a virus that had successfully bypassed the firewall.

When we reached the bedroom, Julian didn't head for the bed. He went straight to a large desk in the corner. Three monitors sat there, displaying lines of code that moved too fast for me to read. He sat down and immediately started typing. The click of the mechanical keyboard was the only sound in the room.

I stood in the center of the room. The bed was large, covered in grey linens. I walked to the side of it and sat down. I felt the weight of the locket against my chest. My father’s key was safe.

"Where is the safe?" I asked.

Julian didn't stop typing. "Behind the paneling in the walk-in closet. The code is 0922. My mother’s birthday. My father won't guess it because he doesn't remember when she was born."

I stood up and went into the closet. It was as large as a standard bedroom. Rows of black suits and white shirts hung in perfect order. I found the panel. It opened with a soft click. Behind it was a heavy steel safe. I punched in the numbers.

Inside was a single black hardware drive. This was Aegis. This was the decentralized protocol that would strip Arthur Thorne of his ability to monitor the data of every citizen in London. It was Julian’s life’s work. To me, it was the lever I would use to pry the Thorne family apart.

I left the safe open and walked back into the bedroom. Julian was still typing. His posture was slumped, his shoulders pulled forward. He looked exhausted, but his eyes were wide and focused. It was
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