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Chapter 1: The Price of Attention
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The air inside the Van Cleef Estate was stiff with money. Velvet-lined walls, towering marble columns, and soft string music leaking from a live quartet disguised the ruthlessness of what was about to happen. Beneath the glint of chandeliers, power pulsed silently between the polished shoes and diamond cuffs of the elite.

Isla Virelli stood on a narrow balcony above the auction floor, wrapped in a sapphire-blue gown that dipped low at the back and shimmered like waves under moonlight. She gripped the cold railing with fingers stiff from nerves. From up here, the faces of the guests blurred—a sea of billionaires, oil heirs, media barons, European nobility, and a few faces she recognized from film and politics. Not one of them looked surprised to see a living person auctioned off. That was the most terrifying part.

“You look like you’re trying to bolt,” came a low voice from behind her.

Isla turned. The woman standing in the doorway had sleek hair, clipped speech, and heels so sharp they could be weapons. Cassidy Elham—curator of this “charity event” and the woman who’d convinced Isla to participate. Or rather, cornered her into it.

“You promised it wasn’t like that,” Isla said, her voice quiet. “You said it was symbolic.”

“It is. You’re being auctioned for time, not ownership,” Cassidy replied. “Four weeks as a companion. Public appearances. Maybe a gala or two. Think of it like a high-tier internship. With perks.”

Isla’s eyes flicked down to the crowd below. “And what if they think otherwise?”

Cassidy smiled, all shark teeth in red lipstick. “Then that’s why we have contracts.”

A hush fell over the crowd as the auctioneer stepped onto the circular platform in the center of the room. A tall man with silver hair and the crisp posture of old money. Cassidy gave Isla a light push toward the staircase.

“It’s time.”

The stairs seemed longer than before, and every step echoed with a judgment she hadn’t earned but could already feel settling over her. When she reached the base, the guests had parted like theater curtains. Eyes followed her, scanning her face, her posture, the shape of her hips. Not in lust. In calculation.

The auctioneer smiled politely and gestured toward the sleek black podium beside him. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he began, “tonight’s unique offering—an experience beyond art, beyond possession. A month in the company of Isla Virelli. You may know her as the daughter of the late financier Lorenzo Virelli, or from her recent features in Vogue and Milan’s youth tech conference. Talented, poised, and—tonight—available. Bidding starts at one million.”

There was no pause for protest, no time to back out. The number slammed into the room like a thrown gauntlet.

“One million,” came a voice from the front row.

Isla blinked.

She recognized the bidder.

Bruce Wayne, Gotham’s most elusive billionaire, adjusted his cufflinks and nodded coolly. He didn’t look at her. His bid was made with the same ease one might order wine.

“Two,” said another.

This voice held an accent—dry, clipped, vaguely European.

Isla looked and found Erik Van Thorne, the Dutch venture titan known for dismantling competitors before breakfast. His gaze met hers directly, without flinching. She felt the coldness of it.

“Three million,” called someone else, with amusement in his tone.

Tony Stark.

He leaned back in his chair like he owned the building, one eyebrow lifted, glass of something amber in his hand. “Don’t worry, sweetheart,” he said, speaking loud enough for others to hear. “I tip well.”

Laughter rippled through the room.

Cassidy, standing at the edge of the platform, didn’t move. Her expression didn’t even flicker.

“Four million,” came the next bid, firm and low.

This voice didn’t match any face Isla recognized. Her eyes darted, but the bidder sat near the back, mostly in shadow. Broad-shouldered, composed. His number card didn’t move until the auctioneer confirmed his offer.

“Four and a half,” Wayne again.

“Six,” said Erik.

“Ten,” said the man in shadow.

Silence. Heads turned.

Even the auctioneer paused before repeating, “Ten million. We have ten million.”

Tony Stark leaned forward, peering into the back of the room. “Who even are you, mystery man?”

No answer.

Isla’s throat was dry. She no longer felt her legs.

Cassidy’s voice reached her from the corner. “Keep your chin up,” she whispered like a stage cue. “They’re bidding for the idea of you. Not the real you. That’s your power.”

The idea of her.

That was exactly what it was. None of these men had spoken to her, asked her anything. They didn’t care what she liked, feared, believed. She was an acquisition. An experience. A month-long indulgence.

“Ten million going once...”

The auctioneer's voice floated.

A flash of a camera clicked somewhere. This event would be tomorrow’s headlines across the world. Woman auctioned for charity. Ten million dollar price tag. Who bought her?

“Going twice...”

“Fifteen,” said Wayne.

Isla’s fingers clenched against the folds of her gown.

“Twenty,” said the man in shadow.

Another hush. This time not of awe, but disbelief.

The auctioneer straightened, clearly rattled but professional. “Twenty million. Do I hear twenty-one?”

A long beat. Then—

“Twenty-one,” said Stark, finally rising from his seat. “Why not. Let’s make it interesting.”

Wayne didn’t speak.

Neither did Van Thorne.

But the shadowed man raised his card again. “Twenty-five.”

Silence again. Stark only laughed, shook his head, and sat down.

“Sold!” The auctioneer brought the gavel down with a ceremonial bang. “To Bidder Number 71. Twenty-five million dollars.”

The audience erupted in polite applause. Glasses clinked. Isla couldn’t hear any of it. All sound folded inward, like she was standing inside a bell jar.

Cassidy appeared at her side, cool and flawless. “Congratulations,” she said. “You just became the most expensive guest in modern history.”

“Who is he?” Isla whispered.

Cassidy glanced back at the rear of the room. “You’ll meet him tomorrow. All arrangements have been made. A contract, a driver, and of course, full press blackout—his demand.”

“His name?”

Cassidy smiled faintly. “I only deal with numbers, darling. And his is Number 71.”

The mysterious bidder had already left. There was no handshake, no smirk of victory, no lingering gaze. Only an empty chair and the quiet hum of curiosity buzzing behind Isla’s every step.

As the applause faded, and the next item on the auction block was brought out, Isla stood alone at the edge of the stage, a twenty-five million dollar mystery attached to her name—and a month ahead that no contract could truly define.
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Chapter 2: Sold to the Coldest Heart
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The town car waiting outside the Van Cleef Estate was matte black, sleek, and without license plates. Its windows were dark enough to mirror Isla’s reflection rather than reveal anything inside. Cassidy gave her a soft push toward it with all the care of placing a prized sculpture back in its case.

“He’s waiting,” she said, then slid the door open and stepped back.

Isla hesitated. She half-expected bodyguards or a handler. Instead, the car was empty, lit with soft blue lights along the interior panels. She climbed in, the door clicking shut behind her without a driver ever appearing in view.

The moment she sat down, the privacy glass behind the driver’s seat lifted with a soft hum. The car pulled away from the estate in silence.

Only after they turned onto the expressway did a small screen light up on the armrest beside her. A single message glowed in white:

"You’ll receive instructions in the morning. Until then, rest. Consider the auction closed. – 71"

Isla stared at the screen, then leaned back against the seat, the weight of her gown suddenly intolerable. The man had paid twenty-five million for a month of her time—and then left her in silence.

No introductions. No claims. No demands.

Just an order to rest.

—-
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The penthouse wasn’t listed on any map. It wasn’t part of any skyline photos or real estate reports. Nestled inside the crown of a pre-war skyscraper near Central Park, the building bore no nameplate, just a polished black door that opened before she reached it.

The interior was unlike anything she’d seen. Walls of glass overlooking the city. A minimalist design, but rich in detail—marble floors, books arranged by color, fire flickering in a hearth without logs. Even the air smelled expensive.
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