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​Chapter 1: The Billion-Dollar Bailout
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The sun didn't just rise over the Mediterranean; it performed for the guests of The Aurelian. It bled gold across the wake of the five-hundred-foot super-yacht, illuminating the glass-bottomed infinity pools and the silent, white-gloved staff who moved like ghosts through the marble corridors.

Inside the Sultan’s Suite, the air smelled of sandalwood, overpriced espresso, and the lingering scent of a night that had cost more than most people’s college tuition.

Cyprian Vane shifted under thousand-thread-count Egyptian cotton, his head throbbing with the rhythmic precision of a Swiss watch. He didn’t open his eyes. Opening his eyes meant acknowledging the sun, and the sun was currently his greatest enemy.

Instead, he reached out a hand, searching for the silk pillowcase that usually belonged to a woman named—he paused, his brain firing a blank—Tiffany? Tinsley? Something with a 'T' and a trust fund.

His fingers didn't meet soft skin. They met coarse, wiry hair.

Cyprian’s eyes snapped open.

Standing on the Persian rug, chewing thoughtfully on the corner of a bespoke Tom Ford tuxedo jacket, was a goat. Not just any goat. It was a Boer goat with a coat so pristine it looked bleached, wearing a collar of solid, twenty-four-karat gold.

Cyprian stared. The goat stared back, its rectangular pupils conveying a level of judgment Cyprian usually only received from his board of trustees.

"Tell me I’m still dreaming," Cyprian croaked, his voice a gravelly ruin. "Tell me you’re a very ugly, very hairy woman named Tinsley."

The goat bleated. It sounded like a dry cough.

Cyprian sat up, the sheet slipping down to his hips. He was a man built of sharp angles and inherited arrogance—all bronzed skin, corded muscle, and a face that had launched a thousand tabloid covers. He looked like a fallen angel who had been kicked out of heaven for charging the cover fee at the gates.

He rubbed his face, trying to piece together the blurred fragments of the previous night. There had been a charity auction in Monaco. There had been an obscene amount of vintage Cristal. And there had been a rival heir, a man with more ego than sense, who had challenged Cyprian’s "financial dominance."

“You think you’re the king of excess, Vane? Buy the goat. I dare you. It’s the rarest livestock in the Eastern Hemisphere. Pure gold-fleece lineage.”

Cyprian groaned, the memory hitting him like a physical blow. He hadn't just bought the goat. He had outbid a Saudi prince for it.

"Escrow," Cyprian muttered, the name bubbling up from his subconscious. "I named you Escrow."

The goat—Escrow—let out another bleat and resumed eating the tuxedo.

"Drop it," Cyprian commanded, swinging his legs out of bed. "That jacket costs more than your life, you four-legged tax deduction."

He stood, his six-foot-three frame casting a long shadow across the suite. He ignored the masterpiece paintings on the walls and the panoramic view of the French Riviera. He had been born into this—the gold, the glass, the crushing weight of a surname that stood for "Vane Global Holdings." To the world, he was the ultimate prize. To himself, he was currently a man losing a tug-of-war with a farm animal.

A discreet chime echoed through the suite.

Cyprian ignored it, finally wrestling the mangled silk lapel from Escrow’s mouth. "Not now! I’m busy with an acquisition!"

The doors to the suite didn't wait for his permission. They glided open with a hiss of pneumatic perfection.

Cyprian expected his valet. He expected a hangover cure and a clean shirt. He did not expect the woman who stepped into the room.

She didn't walk; she marched. She was dressed in a charcoal-grey power suit that looked sharp enough to draw blood. Her hair was pulled back into a knot so tight it probably functioned as a natural facelift, and her eyes—a cold, piercing hazel—swept over the room with the clinical detachment of a crime scene investigator.

She looked at the unmade bed. She looked at the empty champagne magnums. Finally, her gaze settled on Cyprian, who was standing in nothing but black silk boxers, holding a gold-collared goat by its horns.

Her expression didn't flicker. Not a hint of a blush. Not a trace of amusement.

"Mr. Vane," she said. Her voice was like velvet dipped in liquid nitrogen. "I see you’ve already met your new budget coordinator."

Cyprian straightened, refusing to feel disadvantaged by his lack of trousers. He possessed the kind of confidence that only comes from never having heard the word no.

"I don't remember hiring a stripper in a suit," he said, his lips curving into a slow, wicked smirk—the one that usually made women forget their own names. "But I admire the commitment to the 'librarian' aesthetic. A bit cliché, but we can work with it."

The woman didn't smirk back. She opened a sleek, carbon-fiber tablet. "My name is Lexis Vesper. I am the Lead Liquidation Specialist for the Vane Trust. I am not here to entertain you, Mr. Vane. I am here to end you."

Cyprian’s smirk faltered, just for a fraction of a second. "The Trust? My uncle sent you? Tell the old man I’ll have the auction funds replenished by Monday. It was a momentary... investment."

"The funds aren't the issue," Lexis said, her heels clicking on the marble as she stepped further into his sanctuary. "The issue is the 'Pauper’s Clause' in your late father’s revised articles of incorporation. Articles you clearly haven't read, as you were likely too busy 'investing' in livestock and hangovers."

She turned the tablet toward him. A graph displayed a jagged red line plummeting toward a black abyss.

"As of six a.m. this morning," she continued, her voice devoid of empathy, "your 'Lifestyle Fund' has been frozen. Your credit lines are severed. Your black cards are now nothing more than very expensive bookmarks."

Cyprian felt a cold prickle at the back of his neck. "You’re joking. This is a prank. Tinsley set this up, didn't she?"

"I don't know who Tinsley is, but unless she owns the bank you’ve spent the last decade bleeding dry, she can't help you." Lexis stepped closer, so close he could smell her scent—not the floral perfumes of the girls he usually surrounded himself with, but something crisp, like ozone and expensive stationery. It was the smell of a storm approaching.

"You are a liability, Cyprian," she whispered, her gaze locking onto his. "A beautiful, gilded, useless liability. And it is my job to prove it to the board so they can officially strip you of your seat."

Cyprian felt a surge of something—not fear, but a hot, jagged spark of defiance. He looked down at her, noting the way her jaw was set, the way she didn't look away from his chest despite his state of undress. She was a wall of ice, and he had spent his entire life learning how to melt things.

"You think you can just walk onto my ship and take my life away?" he asked, his voice dropping an octave, becoming the dangerous purr that had dismantled many a boardroom rival.

"It’s not your ship anymore," Lexis replied, tapping the screen of her tablet. "Technically, the bank owns the hull. You just own the air inside it. And if you keep breathing it at this rate, I’ll charge you for that, too."

Escrow the goat chose that moment to let out a loud, wet sneeze, spraying the hem of Lexis’s charcoal trousers.

For the first time, her mask slipped. A tiny, microscopic twitch of her eyebrow. A flash of pure, unadulterated disgust.

Cyprian saw it. He leaned in, a slow, predatory grin spreading across his face. He might be broke, but he was still a Vane. And Vanes didn't lose; they just changed the rules of the game.

"Well, Lexis," he murmured, his breath brushing against her ear. "If you’re here to liquidate my assets... I suggest you start with the goat. He’s very expensive, very temperamental, and I think he likes you."

Lexis pulled back, her eyes narrowing into slits. "I have thirty days to document your incompetence, Mr. Vane. Thirty days of watching your every move, your every meal, and every 'terrible decision' you make."

"Watching me?" Cyprian’s eyes danced with a dark, humorous light. "Careful, Lexis. Most people who watch me for that long end up wanting to do much more than just take notes."

"Trust me," she said, her voice like a closing vault. "I’ve seen better assets at a bankruptcy hearing. Now, put some clothes on. We have an audit of your wine cellar at ten, and I’ve already scheduled the repossession of your jet skis."

She turned on her heel and marched out, the doors closing behind her with a final, echoing thud.

Cyprian stood in the silence of his suite, the ghost of her scent still lingering in the air. His world was falling apart, his fortune was in shackles, and he was currently being baby-sat by a woman who looked at him like he was a stain on her spreadsheet.

He looked down at Escrow. The goat was now chewing on his silk bedsheets.

"Well, Escrow," Cyprian sighed, running a hand through his disheveled hair. "It looks like the lifestyle just ran out of money."

He looked at the door where Lexis had disappeared. A slow, dangerous heat began to simmer in his gut—a mix of irritation and an unwanted, sharp-edged attraction.

"But I think I’m going to enjoy making her life a living hell."

The goat bleated in agreement.

Cyprian Vane might be down to his last billion, but he had never been more awake. The hunt was on, and for the first time in his life, he wasn't the one doing the chasing. Or so he thought.

As he reached for his phone—only to find it locked with a 'Contact Trustee' message—he realized the gravity of his situation. He was trapped on a five-hundred-foot cage in the middle of the ocean with his worst nightmare.

And she was the most beautiful thing he had ever wanted to destroy.

Lexis Vesper didn’t do "luxury." To her, luxury was just a shimmering veil draped over fiscal irresponsibility. As she stood in the galley of The Aurelian—a kitchen larger than most Michelin-starred restaurants—she tapped her stylus against her tablet with a rhythmic, metallic tink-tink-tink.

The head chef, a Frenchman whose mustache quivered with indignation, was currently presenting a tray of what looked like gold-flecked foam.

"It is a deconstructed sea-urchin emulsion, Mademoiselle," the chef huffed. "Monsieur Vane requires it every morning at ten."

"Monsieur Vane is currently in a state of 'constructive poverty,'" Lexis replied, not looking up from her screen. "The urchins stay in the sea. From now on, the breakfast budget is capped at forty euros. Including the goat’s grain."

"Forty euros?" The chef looked like he was about to have a stroke. "I cannot buy the salt for forty euros!"

"Then use the salt from your tears, Chef. It’s free." Lexis turned on her heel, her silk-lined suit whispering against her legs.

She had a job to do, and she did it better than anyone in the hemisphere. She was the "Ice Queen of Insolvency," the woman the elite called when they needed a spoiled heir silenced or a bleeding corporation cauterized. She had dismantled shipping empires and gutted tech startups before her morning coffee.

But Cyprian Vane was proving to be a different kind of challenge.

Most men in his position blustered. They threatened. They threw things. Cyprian, however, had simply stood there in his underwear, looking like a Renaissance statue with a hangover, and tried to flirt his way out of an audit.

The memory of the way the light had hit the hard ridges of his abdomen made her grip her tablet a little tighter. It was an objective observation, she told herself. A forensic analysis of a biological asset. Nothing more.

She reached the mahogany-paneled doors of the ship’s primary study. She didn't knock. Knocking suggested a level of respect for his privacy that he no longer possessed.

Inside, the room was a chaotic blend of old-world wealth and modern debauchery. A Picasso hung crookedly near a state-of-the-art gaming rig. Cyprian was slumped in a velvet armchair, now dressed in a crisp white shirt—unbuttoned halfway down, naturally—and dark tailored trousers. He was nursing a glass of something amber.

"It’s ten-fifteen," Lexis said, her voice cutting through the soft jazz playing in the background. "That scotch costs four hundred dollars a pour. I hope you’re enjoying it, because it’s the last bottle in the cabinet that isn't being tagged for the London auction house."

Cyprian didn't look up. He swirled the liquid, watching the legs of the alcohol coat the glass. "You move very quietly, Lexis. Like a cat. Or a shadow. Or a debt collector who enjoys her job a little too much."

"I enjoy efficiency," she corrected, walking over to his desk and clearing a space for her tablet by shoving a stack of poker chips aside. "Let’s talk about your overhead. You have twelve staff members on this deck alone. You have a fuel bill that looks like a small nation’s GDP. And you just spent six figures on a goat."

Cyprian finally looked at her. His eyes were bloodshot but still held that unnerving, predatory sharpness. "Escrow is a symbol. A statement of intent."

"The only statement he’s making is that you shouldn't be allowed near an iPad after midnight," Lexis snapped. She leaned over the desk, her face inches from his. "Listen to me, Cyprian. Your trustees are looking for any excuse to trigger the 'Moral Turpitude' clause. One more tabloid scandal, one more bounced check at the Casino de Monte-Carlo, and you’re out. Permanently. You’ll be living in a two-bedroom apartment in the suburbs, driving a car that you have to pump your own gas into."
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