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Prologue
The Vane Estate is built from grey concrete and sharp glass. It sits on a cliff overlooking the dark water. Inside, the air is cold. The walls are bare. There are no photos. There are no flowers. It is a structure designed for efficiency, not comfort.

I sit at the long oak table. The wood is dark and polished to a mirror finish. I can see my own reflection in the surface. My skin looks pale. My eyes are wide. My husband, Elias, sits to my left. He hasn't looked at me for twenty minutes. He keeps adjusting his gold cufflinks. He looks at the clock on the wall. Every few seconds, he taps his finger against the wood. The sound is rhythmic and distracting.

Julian Vane sits opposite us. He wears a charcoal suit that fits him perfectly. His face is still. He doesn't move. He doesn't blink. He looks at a thick file in front of him. His hands are large, his fingers long. He looks like a man who is used to holding onto things.

Is the paperwork ready? Julian asks.

His voice is low. It is steady. It fills the room and leaves no space for anyone else.

It is, Mr. Vane, a man in the corner says. He is a lawyer with a thin face. He places a heavy document on the table. It makes a dull sound when it hits the wood.

Elias reaches for it immediately. He doesn't hesitate. He doesn't read the pages. He flips to the very back. He grabs a fountain pen and signs his name. The scratching of the nib on the paper is the only sound in the room. He pushes the folder toward Julian.

What are you signing, Elias? I ask.

My pulse is fast and irregular. I can feel a dull throb in my temples.

Elias finally looks at me. His eyes are bloodshot. He looks like a man who hasn't slept in days. There is no warmth in his gaze. There is only relief.

It is a business arrangement, Elena, he says. It is for the trust. We talked about the Legacy Trust. We talked about what happens if we lose the merger.

We talked about a partnership, I say. Not this. Why is Seraphina here?

Seraphina Vane sits next to Julian. She is his wife, or she was. She wears a red dress that stands out against the grey walls. She looks at Elias and smiles. It is a slow, wide smile. She looks like she just won a prize.

I am here for the realignment, Seraphina says. She reaches out and touches Elias's arm. He doesn't pull away.

Julian signs the paper. He doesn't rush. His signature is precise. He closes the file with a snap. He looks at me. His eyes are grey and fixed. They do not show any emotion.

The Asset Realignment Agreement is now in effect, Julian says.

He stands up. He is much taller than Elias. He moves with a slow, heavy gait. He walks around the table and stops behind my chair. I can feel the heat from his body. It is the only warm thing in the room.

Elias has transferred his marital rights to me for ninety days, Julian says.

The air feels colder against my skin. I look at Elias. He is already standing. He doesn't look at me. He walks around the table toward Seraphina. He takes her hand. He pulls her close to him.

Elias? I say. I try to stand, but Julian’s hand drops onto my shoulder. His grip is firm. It is a command to stay down.

It is only three months, Elias says. He is looking at Seraphina, not me. Julian needed a way to bypass the monopoly clause in the trust. This was the only way to save the Thorne holdings. This was the deal.

I am not a deal, I say. I look up at Julian. You cannot do this. This is not legal.

The court order was signed an hour ago, Julian says. He looks down at me. The judge is a friend of the family. Everything is documented. Everything is binding.

You sold me? I ask Elias.

Elias finally looks at me, but his expression is hard. I saved us, Elena. You should be thanking me. You get to stay in a penthouse while I deal with the consequences of the merger.

He did not sell you, Seraphina says. She laughs, and the sound is sharp. He traded you. I go with him. You go with Julian. We all get what we want.

I look at Julian. Is this what you want?

I want the merger to go through, Julian says. And I want the Thorne assets secured. This is how that happens.

He looks at his watch. It is a heavy, expensive piece of machinery. Your things are already being moved to my penthouse. We are leaving now.

I am not going anywhere, I say. I try to pull away from his hand, but he does not move.

Julian reaches into his jacket and pulls out a phone. He shows me the screen. It is a live feed of the Thorne Art Foundation. My foundation. There are moving trucks parked out front. Men are carrying crates out of the building.

I bought the building this morning, Julian says. Elias was six months behind on the lease. He used the foundation’s operating budget to cover his losses at the tables in Atlantic City.

I look at Elias. He looks at the ceiling. He does not deny it.

I can stop those trucks with one phone call, Julian says. Or I can let them finish. If you walk out that door, your foundation is gone by midnight. Every painting. Every contract. Every cent.

The room feels like it is closing in. The concrete walls feel closer to my chest. I look at the man I married. He is holding Seraphina Vane’s hand like he has already forgotten I exist. He used my work to pay for his gambling. He traded my life to save his name.

Ninety days, Elena, Elias says. He turns and walks toward the double doors. Seraphina follows him. She looks back at Julian and smiles.

The doors shut with a heavy click. The sound echoes through the hall. It is final.

I am alone with Julian Vane. The man they call the Executioner.

I want to see the contract, I say. My voice sounds uneven.

Julian slides the folder across the table. Page twelve. Section four. You are a designated representative of Vane Global for the duration of the term. You will reside at the Vane residence. You will attend all functions as my wife.

I read the words. They are clinical. They treat me like a piece of equipment.

I will make this miserable for you, I say. I look him in the eyes. I do not hide the anger.

Julian does not flinch. He does not even look annoyed.

I am not looking for a companion, Elena, he says. I am looking for compliance. Do not mistake the two.

He turns and walks toward the exit. He does not look back to see if I am following. He does not have to. He has my foundation. He has my husband’s signature. He has everything.

Let us go, he says.

I look at the signature on the paper. Elias’s handwriting is a mess. It looks like a confession.

I stand up. I smooth my dress. I walk toward the door. I do not look at the empty chairs. I look at the man in the charcoal suit.

Three months, I say as I reach the hallway.

Ninety days, Julian says.

He opens the front door. The wind outside is cold. The black car is waiting.

Welcome to the family, Elena.

1. The Asset Realignment
Elias didn't look at me when he signed the paper. He gripped the heavy fountain pen and dragged it across the bottom of the final page. The sound of the nib on the thick parchment was the only noise in the dining room.

He handed the pen to Julian Vane.

We were at the Vane Estate, a house of gray stone and glass that sat on a cliff overlooking the Atlantic. The dining table was a single slab of polished black marble. It felt cold against my forearms.

"It’s done," Julian said.

His voice was level. He didn't sound happy. He didn't sound angry. He sounded like he was reading a weather report. Julian was thirty-four, and he looked exactly like the man the newspapers called the Executioner of Wall Street. He wore a charcoal suit that had no wrinkles. His features were sharp and stayed still as he looked at the document.

"What is done?" I asked. My voice came out thinner than I wanted.

I looked at my husband. Elias was thirty-six, and usually, he was the loudest person in any room. He had a smile that made people hand him their life savings. Right now, that smile was gone. He looked at the window instead of me.

"The merger is safe, Elena," Elias said. He didn't move his head. "The Legacy Trust has a clause about market dominance. If we stayed as we were, the feds would have blocked the deal before morning."

I looked at the document sitting between the two men. The title at the top was bold and centered: Asset Realignment Agreement.

Across from me, Seraphina Vane sat back in her chair. She was Julian’s wife. She was thirty-one and wore a dress of white silk that looked like a second skin. She was holding a glass of red wine, her fingers perfectly manicured. She wasn't looking at Julian. She was looking at Elias.

"I don't understand," I said. I looked from the paper to Julian. "I’m an artist, Julian. I run a foundation. I don’t know anything about your merger clauses. Why am I at this table?"

Julian finally looked at me. His eyes were a pale, flat gray. They didn't show any emotion.

"This is not about your foundation," Julian said. "This is about legal control. Under the terms of this agreement, for the next ninety days, there is a transfer of domestic status. To satisfy the trust and the regulatory boards, the families are being restructured."

He paused, his gaze moving to Elias and then back to me.

"You are moving into my residence in the city tonight," Julian said. "Seraphina is moving into the Thorne house with Elias. For the duration of the realignment, you will be my wife in the eyes of the law and the board of directors."

I felt the blood leave my face. I tried to stand up, but my legs didn't seem to work. I looked at Elias, waiting for him to laugh. Waiting for him to tell me this was a sick joke he’d cooked up after too many drinks.

Elias didn't laugh. He finally looked at me, and his eyes were full of something I couldn't name. It wasn't guilt. It was more like the look he gave a horse he was about to sell because it didn't win enough races.

"It’s only three months, Elena," Elias said. "It’s a paper trade. It keeps the company from being dismantled. You want the foundation to keep its funding, don't you? You want the Thorne name to mean something?"

"You’re trading me?" I whispered. "Like a piece of real estate?"

"It is a temporary lease," Seraphina said. She smiled, and it was the most genuine expression I had seen on her face all evening. "Elias needs someone who understands the stakes of a billion-dollar merger. Julian needs someone who can play the part of a quiet, philanthropic spouse while he finishes the integration. It’s a perfect match."

She stood up and walked around the table. She didn't go to Julian. She stopped behind Elias and put a hand on his shoulder. Elias didn't pull away. He leaned into her touch.

I looked at Julian. He was still sitting there, watching me. He didn't look like he found any of this funny or enjoyable. He looked like a man who had just finished a very long day at the office.

"Your things have already been moved," Julian said. "My driver is waiting by the front door. We are leaving now."

"I’m not going anywhere," I said. I finally found the strength to stand. My chair scraped loudly against the stone floor. "Elias, get up. We’re leaving."

Elias stayed in his seat. He picked up his wine glass and took a slow sip.

"I can't do that, Elena. I signed the contract. If I break it, I lose everything. The Thorne holdings, the estate, the trust funds. Everything."

"So you’d rather lose me?" I asked.

Elias didn't answer. He looked back at the window.

Julian stood up then. He was much taller than me, and his presence seemed to take up all the air in the room. He didn't reach for me. He didn't try to touch me. He just stood there, waiting.

"The car is waiting," Julian repeated.

"I'll call my lawyer," I said, backing away from the table. "This can't be legal. You can't just swap people."

"The judge who oversaw the trust agreement has already signed off on the realignment," Julian said. "It is a legal amendment to our marriage contracts. For the next ninety days, your marriage to Elias Thorne is suspended. You are legally bound to me."

I looked at the three of them. Seraphina’s hand was still on Elias’s shoulder. Elias was avoiding my gaze. Julian was watching me like I was a problem he was calculated to solve.

I realized then that this hadn't been decided tonight. The paperwork was too thick. The plan was too smooth. They had been planning this for weeks, maybe months. Every dinner we’d had with the Vanes, every late-night business meeting Elias said he had to attend—it had all been leading here.

I felt a surge of heat in my face. It was anger, sharp and hot. I looked at Elias, the man I had lived with for four years. The man I thought I loved.

"You’re a coward," I said.

Elias flinched, but he didn't say anything.

I turned to Julian. "And you. You think you can just buy a person? You think because you have a signed paper, I’m just going to follow you?"

Julian walked around the table. He stopped two feet away from me. I could smell his cologne—something that reminded me of wood and cold air.

"I don't think anything, Elena," Julian said. "I know the law. And I know that right now, you have no access to your personal accounts. Elias has frozen them as part of the merger's financial consolidation. You have no car. You have no home. The Thorne estate is currently being transferred to Seraphina’s name for the duration of the swap."

I felt like he had punched me. "You did what?"

"I didn't do it," Julian said. "Elias did. It was the only way he could cover the margin calls on his private investments. He sold your proximity to save his skin."

I looked at Elias. He still wouldn't look back. The charm was gone. He looked small.

"Is that true?" I asked him.

"It’s more complicated than that," Elias muttered.

"It’s very simple," Julian said. He looked at his watch. "We’ve spent enough time here. Elena, walk to the car."

He didn't wait for me. He turned and walked out of the dining room. His footsteps were heavy and rhythmic on the stone floor.

I stood there for a long moment. I looked at the table, at the black marble that felt like a tombstone. I looked at my husband, who was already talking in a low voice to Julian’s wife.

I didn't have a choice. That was the reality. They had stripped me of everything before I even knew there was a fight.

I walked out of the room. I didn't look back at Elias.

The hallway was long and lined with art that looked too expensive to touch. I reached the front door, and a man in a black suit held it open for me.

Outside, a black sedan was idling. The headlights cut through the darkness, illuminating the rain that had started to fall. Julian was already in the back seat. He was looking at his phone, his face glowing in the blue light of the screen.

I got into the car. The door closed with a heavy thud that sounded like a lock turning.

The interior of the car was silent. The seats were leather and smelled new. Julian didn't look up when I sat down. He didn't say anything as the driver pulled away from the estate.

I watched the stone gates of the Vane Estate disappear in the rearview mirror. I felt like I was being taken to a prison, even if it was one with a high-end zip code.

We drove for twenty minutes in total silence. I stared out the window at the trees passing by. My mind was racing, trying to find a way out, a way to fight this. But Julian’s words kept coming back to me. No money. No car. No home.

Finally, the car slowed down. We were entering the city. The lights of the skyscrapers were bright and blurred by the rain on the window.

Julian finally put his phone away. He looked at me, and for a split second, his expression changed. It wasn't kindness, but it was a focus that felt heavy.

"There are rules in my house, Elena," Julian said.

"I'm sure there are," I said. I kept my voice as cold as his. "Do I get a copy of the handbook?"

Julian didn't react to the sarcasm. "Rule one. You do not speak to Elias. Not by phone, not by email, not in person. He is no longer your concern."

"He’s my husband."

"Not for the next ninety days," Julian said. "For the next ninety days, you belong to me."

The car pulled into the underground garage of a glass tower. The engine died, and the silence returned, thicker than before.

Julian opened his door and stepped out. I followed him to the elevator. It was private, requiring a biometric scan of his thumb to even move.

We rose sixty floors in seconds. When the doors opened, we were inside a penthouse that looked like it belonged in a museum. The walls were all glass, showing the entire city below us. The furniture was minimalist and white.

Julian walked to a small bar in the corner and poured himself a glass of water.

"Your room is the second door on the left," Julian said. "My assistant has placed a new phone on the nightstand. It has my number and my security team’s numbers. No one else’s."

I walked to the center of the living room. I felt small in the massive space. I looked at him, standing there with his water, looking like he hadn't just destroyed my life.

"Why did you do this, Julian?" I asked. "You don't even like me. You’ve barely said ten words to me in the three years I’ve been married to Elias."

Julian set his glass down. He walked toward me, stopping only when he was close enough that I had to tilt my head back to see his face.

"I don't have to like you to own you, Elena," he said. "And right now, you are the most valuable asset I have."

He reached out, his hand moving toward my face. I didn't flinch, even though every nerve in my body told me to run. He didn't touch my skin. He tucked a stray hair behind my ear, his fingers cold.

"Go to bed," Julian said. "We have a press conference at ten. The world needs to see how happy we are."

He turned and walked toward his own room, leaving me alone in the center of his glass cage.
2. First Night in the Glass Cage
The click of Julian’s door was a sharp, final sound that echoed through the penthouse. It marked the moment I was truly alone in a space that was not mine, bound by a contract I hadn't wanted to sign.

I stood in the center of the living room for several minutes. The walls were all glass, offering a view of New York that felt more like a map than a city. The lights of the buildings were steady and bright, but they didn't make the room feel any warmer.

I walked toward the guest room Julian had pointed out. The door slid open silently when I approached. The room was large, decorated in shades of gray and white. There was no personal touch here—no photos, no books, nothing that suggested a human being lived in this apartment.

On the nightstand, the new phone Julian mentioned sat under a small spotlight. It was a black device, sleek and cold. I picked it up. It was already unlocked. I went to the contacts list.

Julian. Security. House Staff. Car Service.

That was it. I tried to dial my own phone number, the one I had used for years. The call failed instantly. A message appeared on the screen: Outgoing calls to this number are restricted.

I tried to dial my sister. Restricted. I tried my lawyer. Restricted.

I sat on the edge of the bed and felt the silence of the 60th floor pressing in on me. I opened the web browser and navigated to my bank’s login page. I entered my username and password.

Access Denied. Your account has been flagged for administrative review. Please contact your primary trustee.

My primary trustee was Elias. He had managed my inheritance since our wedding day. He had told me it was for tax purposes, a way to protect my assets from the Thorne family’s creditors. Now I realized it was a leash.

I checked my credit card apps. Every one of them showed a status of Suspended.

I was twenty-eight years old, and I had nothing. No money, no phone, and no way to leave this building. The elevator required Julian’s thumbprint.

I didn't want to sleep. I felt too exposed in the large bed. I walked back out into the living room. I needed to know if I was truly a prisoner or just a guest who couldn't leave.

I found the kitchen. The appliances were hidden behind dark wood panels. I opened a fridge and found rows of glass water bottles and pre-packaged organic meals.

"The alarm triggers if you try to open the front door without a security code."

I turned around. Julian was standing in the doorway of what looked like a home office. He had removed his suit jacket and tie. His white shirt was unbuttoned at the collar, and his sleeves were rolled up. He looked less like a CEO and more like a man who was used to working through the night.

"I wasn't trying to leave," I said. "I was looking for a glass of water."

"There are glasses in the cabinet to your left," he said. He didn't move toward me. He stayed in the shadow of the hallway.

"My accounts are frozen, Julian. My lawyer won't pick up. Did you do that?"

"Elias did that," Julian said. "He transferred the Thorne family assets into a holding company controlled by Vane Global as part of the agreement. It was the only way to cover his outstanding debts to the offshore creditors."

I gripped the edge of the marble counter. "Those were my assets. My mother’s money. Not the Thorne family’s."

"Elias had power of attorney," Julian said. "He signed them over three hours ago. You are officially a ward of the Vane estate for the next ninety days."

I felt a surge of heat in my face. "He sold me. He actually sold me to you to pay for his gambling."

Julian walked into the light of the kitchen. His face was unreadable. "He didn't just sell you. He traded you. He wanted Seraphina, and he wanted his debts gone. I wanted the merger. It was a logical transaction."

"I'm a person, Julian. I’m not a transaction."

"In this city, everyone is a transaction," Julian said. "The only difference is the price. Go back to bed, Elena. You have a press conference at ten in the morning. You need to look like a woman who is
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