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Prologue
The structural report for the Seattle stadium sat on my mahogany desk. Three hundred pages of data proved the support beams were shearing. The project was a failure. My family company was responsible for every cracked pillar.

Julian stood by the window. He looked at his reflection in the glass. He adjusted his silk tie. He seemed unbothered by the fact that our firm was about to vanish under a billion-dollar lawsuit.

"The insurance premiums were never paid, Elara," he said. He did not turn around to face me.

I kept my hands flat on the desk. I focused on the feeling of the wood under my palms. "Explain that."

"I moved the money. I needed to cover the losses on the Dubai project. I thought I would have time to put it back before the audit."

I looked at the blueprints on the wall. I had designed those structures. I had checked the math myself. But I had not checked the bank accounts. I had trusted my brother to handle the executive details while I handled the steel and concrete.

"A billion dollars," I said. "That is the estimate for the class-action lawsuit. The Vance Liability will destroy everything Dad built."

"Silas Vane is in the lobby," Julian said. He finally turned. His eyes were wide. "He wants to talk to you."

I knew the name. The tabloids called him the Golem of Industry. He was a shipping magnate who had survived a refinery explosion years ago. He was known for being blunt, reclusive, and impossible to deal with.

"Why is he here?" I asked.

"He wants the coastline property. He wants the deep-water port land Dad left to you in the will. He knows we are desperate."

"I am not selling that land. It is the only thing we have left."

"If you do not, we go to prison, Elara. The board will blame you. You signed the final inspections on the stadium. Your name is on the legal filings."

Julian was telling the truth. He had planned this. He had left my signature on the documents while he moved the money.

The office door opened. It was a heavy piece of oak, but it moved quickly. Silas Vane walked into the room. He was tall and broad. He wore a dark suit that looked stiff. The left side of his face was covered in thick, raised scar tissue. His left eye was partially closed by the damage to his lid. He did not look away when I looked at his face.

He did not offer a greeting. He looked at Julian. "Leave."

Julian left the room immediately. He did not look back at me. He closed the door, and the click of the latch sounded final.

Silas walked to my desk. He moved with a slight hitch in his left leg. He placed a thick legal document on top of my structural report.

"I have purchased the debt from your lenders," Silas said. His voice was low and rough.

I looked at the document. "Why would you do that?"

"I need your port land for my expansion into the Atlantic. And I need a wife for three years."

I stood up. My chair scraped against the floor. "A wife?"

"A marriage of convenience. It protects my assets from specific maritime laws during my current acquisition. You provide the legal status I need. I provide the liquidity to save your name from the lawsuit."

I looked at him. He stood very still. He did not blink. He looked like a man made of stone.

"No physical contact," I said. My voice did not shake.

"Read page twelve," Silas said. "There is a conduct clause. I have no desire to touch you, Miss Vance. I want the land. I want the merger to go through without government interference. This is a transaction."

He leaned forward. I could see the lines of his scars clearly. They were deep and jagged. They ran down his neck and disappeared under his white shirt.

"Sign the contract," he said. "Or I let the warrants for your arrest proceed this afternoon."

I looked at the pen in the tray. I thought about the family name. I thought about the workers who would lose everything if the firm collapsed.

I picked up the pen. I signed the bottom of the last page. My signature was small and precise.

Silas took the document. He did not smile. He did not look relieved. He folded the paper and put it in his pocket.

"My driver will be at your apartment at six," he said.

He turned and walked out of the office. I stayed standing. I had just married the man they called unlovable. I had saved my company, but I had no idea what I had just invited into my life.

1. The Price of a Name
The ink on the document stayed wet for three seconds before I closed the folder.

Julian sat across from me. He was shaking. He had been shaking for three days. His tie was loose. He had a stain on his shirt from the coffee he spilled an hour ago.

"Sign it, Elara," he said. His voice was thin. "The auditors will be here by nine tomorrow morning. If the liquidity isn't in the account, they'll call the District Attorney."

I looked at the stack of legal papers. The top page had the Vance Construction logo. It was a logo our father had designed. Now it was a mark of failure. The stadium collapse in Seattle had killed the brand. The billion-dollar lawsuit was the final nail.

"You embezzled the insurance premiums, Julian," I said. I did not raise my voice. I did not have the energy. "You didn't just fail. You committed a felony."

Julian leaned forward. He smelled like sweat and stale mints. "I was trying to fix the shortfall. I thought the investment would pay out. If you sign this, Silas Vane pays the lawsuits. He clears the debt. The firm survives."

"The firm doesn't survive," I said. "It becomes a subsidiary. And I become a wife."

I stood up and walked to the window. The office looked out over the city. I could see the cranes of three different construction projects we were supposed to finish. Now, those sites were silent.

"He’s coming here," Julian said.

"Who?"

"Silas Vane. He wanted to see you sign it in person."

I turned around. My brother wouldn't look me in the eye. He was thirty years old, but he looked like a child caught stealing. I was twenty-seven, and I felt like I was a hundred. I was an architect who had spent my life studying the strength of materials. I knew about stress points. I knew when a structure was about to break.

My family was the structure. And we were currently in a state of total collapse.

The door to the office opened.

Two men walked in first. They were lawyers. They wore gray suits and carried leather briefcases. They didn't say hello. They stood on either side of the doorway like statues.

Then he entered.

Silas Vane did not look like the men in the business magazines. He was huge. He stood at least six-foot-four. He wore a black suit that looked expensive but fit him poorly, as if he hated the fabric. He leaned on a heavy cane made of dark wood.

He stopped in the middle of the room. He didn't look at Julian. He didn't look at the office. He looked at me.

The left side of his face was a mass of scar tissue. It was thick and uneven. It pulled his eye down slightly. He wore tinted glasses, even though the sun was setting.

"Miss Vance," he said. His voice was a low vibration. It was rough and lacked any inflection.

"Mr. Vane," I said.

I did not look away from his face. I knew people usually did. I had read the articles. I had seen the blurred paparazzi photos of the shipping magnate who lived in a concrete house by the sea.

He moved toward the desk. He walked with a heavy limp. Every step looked like it required a conscious decision. He reached the chair next to Julian. Julian practically jumped out of it to make room.

Silas didn't sit. He rested his large, scarred hand on the back of the chair.

"The contract is thirty pages," Silas said. "Did you read page twenty-eight?"

"I did," I said. "The clause regarding physical contact."

"No contact without mutual consent," Silas said. "I have sensory issues. I do not like to be touched. I do not like people in my space."

"That suits me," I said. "I am not marrying you for companionship."

He stared at me for a long time. His right eye was a dark, flat brown. "You are marrying me because your brother is a thief and your company is a corpse. I am marrying you because I want the deep-water coastline property your family owns."

"I know the terms," I said.

"Then sign," he said.

He didn't offer a pen. He didn't offer a smile. He just waited.

I walked back to the desk. I picked up the silver pen. My hand was steady. I had spent years drawing precise lines. This was just another line.

I signed the first page. Then the second. I signed all thirty pages.

When I reached the final page, I stopped.

"The three-year term," I said. "After three years, the marriage is annulled, and I retain fifty percent of the coastline property's developed value."

"If you survive three years in my house," Silas said.

"Is that a threat?" I asked.

"It is a statement of fact," he said. "I am a difficult man. I live in the dark. I do not entertain. You will be alone most of the time."

"I prefer being alone to being in a courtroom," I said.

I signed the last document.

Julian let out a breath that sounded like a sob. "Thank God. Elara, thank you. I'll make this up to you."

Silas turned his head toward Julian. It was a slow, deliberate movement.

"Get out," Silas said.

Julian blinked. "What?"

"Get out of this office," Silas said. "You no longer work here. You no longer have an interest in this firm. My lawyers have the paperwork for your resignation. Sign it in the hall and leave."

"But—" Julian started.

"Now," Silas said.

Julian looked at me. I didn't help him. He had burned our father's legacy to the ground. He deserved to be pushed out. He grabbed his coat and hurried out the door. The two lawyers followed him, closing the door behind them.

It was just me and Silas Vane.

He walked to the window. He moved slowly. I could hear the click of his cane on the hardwood floor. He looked out at the city for a moment before turning back to me.

"You're an architect," he said.

"I am."

"I saw your designs for the Foster Museum. They were rigid. Too much concrete. Not enough soul."

I felt a flash of anger. It was the first thing I had felt all day besides exhaustion. "Concrete has its own beauty, Mr. Vane. It’s honest. It doesn't pretend to be anything else."

He looked at his own scarred hand. "I agree."

He started toward the door. "Pack your things. A car will be at your apartment at six a.m. tomorrow. We are going to Blackwood."

"I have work to finish here," I said. "The transition—"

"The transition is being handled by my team," he interrupted. "You are no longer an employee of Vance Construction. You are my wife. That is your new job."

"I didn't agree to be a housewife," I said.

He stopped at the door. He didn't turn around. "You agreed to whatever I required. Tomorrow, I require you at Blackwood. Do not be late."

He left.

The room felt larger once he was gone. It felt colder.

I looked down at the documents. My name was there, next to his. Elara Vance-Vane. It looked wrong. It looked like a structural error.

I picked up my phone. I had seventeen missed calls. Most were from reporters. One was from Marcus Thorne.

Thorne was Silas’s biggest rival. He was a man who appeared on every 'Most Eligible' list in the country. He had offered to help me a week ago. He had said he could find a way to save the firm without the marriage.

I hadn't trusted him then. I didn't trust him now.

I deleted the voicemail without listening to it.

I walked around the desk and sat in my father’s chair. I put my head in my hands. The skin on my palms was cold.

I had saved the firm. I had kept Julian out of prison. But I had sold myself to a man who lived in the dark and didn't want to be touched.

I thought about the way Silas Vane looked at me. He hadn't looked at me like a woman. He had looked at me like a piece of land he had finally acquired.

I stood up. I didn't have time to feel sorry for myself. I had to pack.

I walked out of the office. The hallway was empty. Julian was gone. The lawyers were gone.

I took the elevator down to the lobby. The security guard didn't look at me. He was watching the news on a small television. My face was on the screen. Then Silas Vane’s face.

The headline at the bottom of the screen read: THE GOLEM GETS A BRIDE.

I walked out into the night air. It was a long walk to my apartment. I didn't call a cab. I wanted to feel the city under my feet one last time before I was moved to the concrete fortress on the coast.

I thought about the three-year contract. One thousand and ninety-five days.

I started walking.

I reached my apartment thirty minutes later. It was a small space, filled with blueprints and models of buildings that would never be built. I sat on my bed and looked at a model of a bridge I had designed in college. It was made of balsa wood and wire. It was delicate.

I picked it up and crushed it in my hand.

I didn't need delicate things anymore. I was moving into a world of concrete and glass.

I opened my suitcase and began to pack. I only took my clothes and my drafting tools. I left the photos. I left the awards.

At six a.m. sharp, a black sedan pulled up to the curb.

The driver didn't get out. He didn't help me with my bags. I put them in the trunk myself and got into the back seat.

We drove through the city in silence. We headed north, away from the glass towers and toward the rugged coastline where the trees were bent by the wind.

Two hours later, the gates appeared.

They were made of solid steel. They slid open without a sound.

The driveway was long and winding. It was carved directly into the cliffside.

Then I saw Blackwood Manor.

It was a brutalist masterpiece. It was a massive structure of gray concrete and floor-to-ceiling glass. It sat on the very edge of a jagged cliff, overlooking the Atlantic Ocean. The waves crashed against the rocks a hundred feet below.

It didn't look like a home. It looked like a bunker.

The car stopped in front of the main entrance.

The driver finally spoke. "Mr. Vane is waiting in the library. Second floor. Turn left at the top of the stairs."

I got out of the car. The air was salty and cold.

I took my bags and walked toward the heavy steel door.

It opened before I could touch it.

I stepped inside. The interior was dim. The floors were polished concrete. There was no art on the walls. There were no rugs.

I walked up the stairs. My footsteps echoed in the vast, empty space.

I found the library. The door was heavy oak. I pushed it open.

The room was dark. All the curtains were drawn.

Silas Vane was sitting in a chair in the corner. He wasn't reading. He was just sitting there in the shadows.

"You're late," he said.

"It’s six minutes past eight," I said.

"Six minutes is a long time in a storm, Miss Vance," he said. "Welcome to Blackwood. Your room is at the end of the hall. Do not enter any room with a closed door."

"I understand," I said.

"Good," he said. "Breakfast is at seven. Dinner is at seven. I do not eat lunch. Do not speak to me while I am working."

He stood up. He looked even larger in the small pool of light from a single desk lamp.

"We are getting married at noon today," he said. "A judge is coming here. There will be no guests."

"Fine," I said.

He moved toward me. He stopped three feet away. I could feel the heat radiating from him. He smelled like soap and old paper.

He looked down at me. The light from the lamp caught the scars on his face. They looked like deep canyons in his skin.

"You are very brave, Elara," he said. His voice was almost a whisper. "Or very desperate."

"In my experience," I said, "they are the same thing."

He nodded once. "Go to your room. Put on something white. I want this to look legal in the photographs."

I turned to leave.

"And Elara?" he called out.

I stopped. "Yes?"

"Do not try to fix this house," he said. "It is exactly the way I want it."

I didn't respond. I walked out and closed the door.

I found my room. It was as cold and empty as the rest of the house.

I opened my suitcase and pulled out a white silk dress. It was the only white thing I owned.

I changed my clothes. I brushed my hair. I looked at myself in the mirror.

I didn't recognize the woman looking back. She looked like a blueprint of a person. All lines and no color.

I went back downstairs at noon.

The judge was waiting. He was an old man with a tired face. Silas was there, too. He wore the same black suit.

The ceremony took five minutes.

I said 'I do.' He said 'I do.'

We signed the marriage license.

The judge left.

Silas looked at the license. Then he looked at me.

"It’s done," he said.

He turned and walked back toward his library.

I stood in the middle of the cold concrete hall. I was a wife. I had saved my family.

But as I listened to the sound of the ocean crashing against the rocks outside, I realized I had no idea how to survive the man I had just married.
2. A Contract in Concrete
The footsteps of the judge faded as the heavy front door clicked shut. Silas didn't look back at me. He walked down the corridor with a heavy, deliberate gait that favored his right side. I watched the back of his black suit disappear into the shadows of the hallway.

I looked at the marriage license on the table. My signature was a sharp, jagged line. It didn't look like my handwriting. It looked like a frantic sketch of a woman who had run out of options. I picked up the paper. The ink was dry.

I followed Silas. My heels clicked against the polished concrete floors. The sound was too loud in the empty space. Blackwood Manor didn't have rugs or carpets. It was a structure of hard angles and raw materials.

I reached the library. The door was still open. I stepped inside. The room was illuminated only by the gray light coming through the high, narrow windows. Silas was standing by a desk made of reclaimed timber. He was looking at a set of blueprints.

"The judge is gone," I said.

He didn't turn around. "I heard the door, Elara. I am not deaf."

"We need to discuss the next steps," I said. I stepped further into the room. "The liquidation of the Vance liabilities. The maritime expansion on the coastline property. I need to know the timeline."

Silas finally turned. He leaned his lower back against the desk. The left side of his face remained in the deepest shadow of the room, but I could see the thick, raised ridges of the scars on his neck. They disappeared beneath his collar.

"The timeline is today," Silas said. "My legal team is already filing the stay of execution for the Vance Construction accounts. The class-action plaintiffs will receive their first settlement offers by five o'clock."

I let out a breath I hadn't realized I was holding. My shoulders dropped an inch. "And the deep-water property?"

"The deed is being transferred as we speak," he said. "You signed the authorization in the prenup. My surveyors will be on-site on Monday. I intend to build the first automated pier by the end of the year."

I moved closer to the desk. I looked at the blueprints he was studying. They weren't just port designs. They were complex logistical maps. I saw the Vance family crest on the corner of the original site surveys.

"You're going to destroy the old boat house," I said. It wasn't a question.

"The boat house is a structural hazard," Silas said. "It has rot in the foundation and the roof is failing. It serves no purpose for a modern shipping hub."

"I designed that roof when I was twenty-two," I said. "It was my first project for my father. The structural failure you're seeing is lack of maintenance, not a design flaw."

Silas looked at me. His eyes were a pale, flat blue. "I didn't buy your company for its sentimental value, Elara. I bought
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