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THIS BOOK CONTAINS themes of psychological manipulation, obsessive

behavior, possessiveness, power imbalance, surveillance, confinement, contractual coercion, stalking, gaslighting, toxic relationships, blackmail, dubious consent dynamics, explicit language, morally grey characters, death and grief, poisoning, parental betrayal, and dark themes.

This is a DARK romance.

The MMC is not a safe hero.

If that’s not your cup of poison, this book is not for you.

Reader discretion is advised.
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“Wicked Games” — The Weeknd

“Beggin for Thread” — BANKS

“Teardrop” — Massive Attack

“Glory Box” — Portishead

“Haunted” — Beyoncé

“Arsonist’s Lullabye” — Hozier

“Cellophane” — FKA twigs

“K.” — Cigarettes After Sex

“Do I Wanna Know?” — Arctic Monkeys

“Summertime Sadness” — Lana Del Rey

“Anyone Who Knows What Love Is” — Irma Thomas

“No Surprises” — Radiohead

“Patience is not a virtue. It is an architecture.

You build it room by room, and when she finally arrives,

you pray she doesn’t notice the walls were always hers.”

— Lachlan Oakes, The Geometry of Want

For the women who learned to read the contract

before they signed it.

And for the men who built the room

hoping she’d stay anyway.
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PROLOGUE
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The Last Thirteen Minutes

Forty-three tiles between the elevator and the nurses' station. I counted them twice to be sure.

The fluorescent light above seat seven buzzed at a frequency that suggested a dying ballast. I knew this because Bennett had renovated three medical offices last year through his firm, and I'd audited the electrical invoices. The contractor overbilled by eleven percent. I caught it. Bennett told me I was being tedious.

The nurse who came for me wore sneakers with a cracked left sole. She walked with her weight shifted right to compensate. I catalogued this the way I catalogued everything: automatically, compulsively, because numbers and patterns were the architecture of a world that made sense, and the words coming out of her mouth did not.

"Mrs. Grant? Your husband was pronounced at eleven forty-seven p.m."

Eleven forty-seven. Thirteen minutes before midnight. I held the number in my head the way you hold a key you haven't found the lock for yet. Thirteen. A prime number. Indivisible. I wondered if that meant something. I wondered if I was the kind of woman who looked for meaning in the time of her husband's death, or the kind who simply noted it and moved on.

I moved on.

The hospital corridor smelled like ammonia and reheated coffee and the particular staleness of air that has been recirculated through grief too many times. A man three seats down was crying into a phone. A child slept across two plastic chairs, one shoe missing. I counted the ceiling panels above me (twenty-nine, two of them water-stained) and waited for the feeling to arrive.

Grief. Shock. The appropriate collapse of a woman whose husband of four years had just died of cardiac arrest at forty-one.

It didn't come.

What came instead was a thought so clean and immediate that it cut through the fluorescent hum like a scalpel: I should check his accounts in the morning.

Not his body. Not his face. Not the last thing he said to me, which was, "Don't wait up," spoken over his shoulder as he left for a dinner I wasn't invited to. His accounts. Because I am a forensic accountant, and my husband had been lying to me about money for at least eighteen months, and dead men can't shred documents.

I pressed my palms flat on my thighs. My skirt was black. I'd been at a client dinner when the hospital called. The hostess had poured me a glass of Sancerre I never touched. Somewhere between the phone call and the parking garage, I'd left my coat in the restaurant. I was cold. I catalogued that, too.

*   *   *
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THE ATTENDING PHYSICIAN appeared seventeen minutes after the nurse. He was young, early thirties, with the particular exhaustion of a man who had delivered this speech too many times tonight. He used the word "regret" twice and "unexpected" once. Bennett was forty-one, a non-smoker, regular at his gym, no known cardiac history. The coronary event was, the doctor said, sudden.

"Did he say anything?" I asked. "Before."

The doctor hesitated. I recognized the hesitation. It was the same pause I used when a client asked me whether their business partner was stealing from them and the answer was yes.

"He asked for his phone," the doctor said. "The paramedics noted it. He was insistent."

Bennett's phone. Not his wife. His phone.

I signed the paperwork they needed. I declined the chaplain. I accepted the plastic bag containing his personal effects: wallet, watch, wedding ring, phone. The ring was warm. The phone was not.

In the elevator down to the lobby, I held the bag against my chest and felt nothing except the hard rectangle of the phone pressing through plastic into my sternum. I pulled it out. The screen was locked, but notifications were visible. Two missed calls from a number I didn't recognize. One calendar entry for midnight tonight: NH — Vault 9.

NH. I didn't know what that meant. Vault 9. I didn't know what that meant either.

Eleven forty-seven. Bennett had died thirteen minutes before a meeting he'd scheduled at midnight, in a vault I'd never heard of, at a place identified only by initials.

The elevator reached the lobby. The doors opened onto linoleum and institutional carpet and a security guard who nodded at me with the automated sympathy of someone who sees the bereaved exit this elevator every night.

I walked through the automatic doors. The desert air hit me. Saint Mercy in October is still warm at midnight, but the kind of warm that tricks you into forgetting you're in the high desert, that the temperature will drop thirty degrees by dawn, that the city's warmth is manufactured by neon and concrete and the collective body heat of people who stay up too late making decisions they'll regret.

A black sedan was parked at the curb. Not a taxi. Not a rideshare. A town car with tinted windows, engine running, as though someone had known I would walk out of this hospital at this exact moment.

The rear window lowered two inches. Not enough to see a face. Enough to hear a voice.

"Mrs. Grant."

Male. Low. The kind of voice that didn't need volume because it owned the silence it occupied.

"Your husband owed a debt to people who will come to collect it. Not tonight. But soon. I can explain, or you can walk away and find out on your own."

I stood on the hospital curb at twelve-oh-four a.m. with a dead man's phone in my hands and a sedan at my feet and the kind of choice that doesn't feel like a choice at all. The kind that feels like a door you've already walked through without realizing the lock engaged behind you.

I got in the car.

The window closed. The lock engaged. And for the first time since the nurse said the word pronounced, I felt something.

Not grief. Not yet. Something sharper. The specific, surgical awareness that I was sitting in a vehicle I hadn't called, beside a man I couldn't see, with thirteen minutes of unaccounted time between my husband's death and a meeting that would never happen.

I started counting again. Seconds, this time.

The car pulled away from the curb, and I let it take me.
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CHAPTER ONE
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Thirty Nights

The veil itched. Nobody warns you about that part—three hours of black tulle dragging against your cheekbones while strangers murmur so sorry for your loss into the gap where your face used to be visible. I counted the strangers instead of feeling anything about them. Forty-one by the time the receiving line thinned. Saint Mercy has a way of turning out for a funeral that it never manages for anything else, all that manufactured warmth arriving three days too late to matter.

Mercer & Vale smelled like lilies and carpet cleaner, the specific chemical hush of a room built to process feeling on a schedule. Bennett’s casket sat closed at the front, mahogany, brass fittings, the kind of box that cost more than most people’s cars. I hadn’t chosen it. Somebody at the firm had, efficiently, the same afternoon I signed the paperwork that made his death official. I stood beside it in black and thanked people whose names I mostly didn’t retain, and I thought about the eleven percent a contractor had overbilled on some medical offices two years back, because grief apparently makes you retrieve the strangest files.

I hadn’t told anyone about the sedan. Three nights now, and I still hadn’t found the right sentence for it—a car was waiting for me outside the hospital, and I got in it, and a stranger told me my dead husband owed money to people who collect debts in person. It sounded insane out loud. It sounded worse in my head, on a loop, timed to the funeral parlor’s ticking clock.

Soren Lowe reached the front of the line a little after two. He’d known Bennett eleven years, since before the partnership, since before me. His hand closed around mine and stayed there a beat too long, damp through his glove, his eyes doing the thing eyes do when a person is calculating how much they can safely say out loud.

“Ophelia. God, I still can’t—” He didn’t finish it. His thumb pressed once against my knuckles, an odd, apologetic pressure, like a man checking for a pulse that wasn’t there. “If you need anything, anything at all, you call me.”

“Thank you, Soren.” I extracted my hand slowly. He let it go a half second later than the moment required, and I filed that lag away with the tiles and the mourners, one more small number that didn’t add up yet. A man who’d known Bennett eleven years should have looked sadder and less afraid.

The flower arrangements were sized by importance, largest at the casket, tapering down through the room until the cousins got a single vase apiece near the coat rack. Bennett’s former colleagues clustered near the exit in the loose formation of men who wanted witnesses to their grief without wanting to feel any of it. I counted twelve of them. I recognized four names and not one face I would have trusted with my bank statements.

Judge Thayer arrived at half past two, alone, no wife, no aide, dressed in a suit too well cut for a Tuesday viewing. He didn’t join the line. He crossed the room at an angle that avoided it entirely and stopped close enough that I caught his cologne through the veil, something cedar and expensive and entirely wrong for a wake.

“Mrs. Grant.” He didn’t offer condolences. His voice stayed low, pitched for exactly the two of us and no one else in the room. “Read the will carefully. Every clause. Don’t let Hogue rush you through it.”

Then he was gone, folding back into the crowd, shaking hands with a warmth he hadn’t spared for me, and I stood there holding a sentence shaped like kindness and weighted like a warning.

*   *   *
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THE READING HAPPENED in a windowless conference room two floors up: gray carpet, a table built for twelve seated for four, the air conditioning working too hard against a room that didn’t need cooling. Hogue was a soft, careful man who’d handled Bennett’s business filings for a decade and clearly wished he were handling anything else today. He cleared his throat twice before starting, the specific throat-clear of a man who already knows the room won’t like what comes next.

The small bequests went quickly. Bennett’s watch to his college roommate. A scholarship fund at his alma mater. Modest sums to two cousins I’d met exactly once, at a wedding neither of us remembered fondly. Then Hogue’s voice changed register, sliding into the careful monotone of a man reading language he hadn’t drafted and didn’t love.

“The remainder of the estate, in its entirety, the house, the accounts, the business holdings, and all associated property, is bequeathed to Alaric James Dane.”

I did not react. I have spent thirty-two years training myself not to react in rooms where reaction is currency, and I wasn’t going to spend mine here, in front of a paralegal with a laptop and an attorney who wouldn’t meet my eyes. But the sentence landed somewhere behind my sternum, a small cold stone dropped into still water. Alaric Dane. I didn’t know the name. Bennett had never once said it aloud in four years of marriage.

“There’s a condition,” Hogue said, and turned the page like it might bite him. “A residency clause. To retain any right to contest the will, or to inherit the personal items listed in Appendix C, Mrs. Grant must reside at the Dane Funeral Residence, 714 Covenant Street, for thirty consecutive nights, beginning within ten days of this reading. Failure to complete the residency constitutes automatic waiver of all contestation rights and all claims to Appendix C.”

I asked him to repeat it. He did, in the same flat voice, and it meant the same thing twice.

“Thirty nights,” I said. “In a funeral home.”

“A funeral residence,” Hogue corrected, as if the distinction offered comfort. “Mr. Dane operates a private residence attached to the business. It’s unusual. I’ll grant you that.”

I am a forensic accountant. I have spent eleven years reading contracts built specifically to hide what they do, language engineered to look boring until the day it isn’t. I asked to see the clause itself, and Hogue slid the page across the table like it might burn him. The residency language was tight and lawyerly, drafted by someone who understood exactly how contestation law worked in this state. It closed every loophole I could find in the first sixty seconds, and I have rarely, in eleven years, found a clause with none.

“Who drafted this?”

Hogue hesitated exactly as long as the doctor had, three nights ago, in a hospital corridor that smelled like ammonia. “Bennett did. Most of it, in his own hand. We formalized the language, but the structure, the terms, that was his. He brought it to us three weeks before he died.”

Three weeks. I did the arithmetic without meaning to; it happens automatically, the way other people’s hearts skip a beat and mine runs a ledger instead. Three weeks before his death, my husband had sat down and rewritten his entire estate to strip me of everything unless I agreed to sleep thirty nights inside a stranger’s funeral home.

“There’s an addendum,” the paralegal said quietly, and turned her laptop around. A photograph of a handwritten note, Bennett’s cramped, slanted script, the same hand that used to leave grocery lists on the kitchen counter. The vault collection, held in trust at the premises. Nothing else. No inventory, no explanation, no signature beyond his initials.

“What vault collection?”

Hogue’s careful face went carefuller. “I don’t know, Mrs. Grant. It isn’t itemized anywhere in the estate filings. I raised the question with Mr. Dane’s counsel and received no clarification whatsoever.”

I thought about a locked phone in a plastic evidence bag, a calendar entry for a meeting that never happened, two letters and a number I still hadn’t told anyone about: NH, Vault 9. I thought about the sedan at the hospital curb, the window lowering two inches, a man’s voice that owned its silence instead of needing volume to fill a room. Your husband owed a debt to people who will come to collect it.

I hadn’t gotten a name that night. I hadn’t asked for one, some animal part of me deciding it was safer not to know who I was speaking to in the dark.

I thought, too, about eleven percent, about invoices padded just enough to look plausible, about a marriage I had audited exactly as carelessly as I audited nothing else in my life. Bennett had been a fact I accepted instead of a figure I verified. I intended to stop making that particular mistake tonight, will or no will, veil or no veil.

“Mrs. Grant.” Hogue’s voice pulled me back into the fluorescent room. “Do you want time to consider the clause, or shall I have my office draft your acceptance for Mr. Dane’s counsel?”

I looked at the photograph of my dead husband’s handwriting, at the words held in trust, at a name I’d never heard attached to a house I’d never seen and thirty nights I hadn’t agreed to yet. Somewhere in this city, presumably, was the man who now owned everything I’d spent four years building a marriage on top of, and possibly, if I let myself follow the thought all the way down, the same man whose voice had told me the truth before anyone else bothered to.

“Tell them I’ll be there,” I said. “Tell them I count well past thirty.”

Hogue didn’t understand the joke, if it was one. I wasn’t entirely sure I did either. I only knew that a judge had told me to read carefully, and a dead man’s handwriting had told me to come find him, and somewhere across Saint Mercy a stranger with a debt collector’s patience was very possibly the man who now held every answer I had left.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER TWO
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The Third Floor

Six hours. I had six hours to make a house of the dead look like it had been waiting for one particular woman her entire existence, and I intended to use every minute of it.

The third-floor suite faced east, toward the mountains that turned the color of a fresh bruise at sunset, and I’d chosen it for that view eighteen months before I had any legal right to offer it to her. The bed was made with linen the exact weight she preferred, a fact I’d learned from a housekeeping service she’d fired for gossiping. A tin of Earl Grey sat on the tray beside the kettle, the brand she bought in bulk from a shop two blocks from her old office, the one with the torn awning. I set it at a precise forty-five degrees to the cup. Precision, in my experience, reads as care. Most people can’t tell the difference, and the ones who can are usually the ones worth the trouble.

I placed the novel on the nightstand last. A literary thriller she’d mentioned to a book club three months ago, the kind of detail that exists online for anyone patient enough to look. I’d bought my own copy and read to page two hundred and fourteen, then folded the corner exactly the way she folded corners, a habit I’d cataloged from a photograph of her desk that ran in a business journal profile two years back. It was a small forgery. I am good at small forgeries. I have built an entire life out of them.

“You do know she’s a forensic accountant,” Ines said from the doorway, arms crossed, the particular posture she used when she thought I’d finally lost the plot for good. “Not a woman who swoons over the right brand of tea.”

“I’m aware of what she is.”

“Then you’re aware that a woman who audits fraud for a living is going to walk into this room and see exactly what it is. A construction. Not a coincidence.” Ines stepped closer, lowered her voice like the walls might carry it to someone who mattered. “This isn’t romance, Alaric. This is a tell. You’re handing her the first thread of a very long rope.”

She wasn’t wrong. She was rarely wrong, which was the specific reason I kept her close enough to say things like that to my face. I looked at the tea, the book, the pillow angled just so, and understood that Ines had identified the exact risk I’d already accepted three weeks ago when I drafted the language Bennett Grant signed with his own trembling hand. Ophelia would notice. That was the point. I didn’t want her comfortable. I wanted her curious, and curiosity, in a woman built like a ledger, metastasizes faster than fear ever could.

*   *   *
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THERE WERE THREE PEONIES in the vase on the dresser when Ines brought them up from the chapel arrangements, overflow from a delivery meant for tomorrow’s service. I removed two. One flower reads as a message. Three reads as decoration, something a hotel does for a stranger. One, alone in a narrow vase, reads as a question nobody in the room has the nerve to ask out loud.

I set the key beside it. Obsidian, cut thin, the metal warm from my pocket rather than cold from a drawer, because I’d been carrying it since morning like a man carrying a decision he hadn’t finished making. The inscription ran along the bow in letters small enough that she’d have to bring it to the lamp to read them, small enough that reading them would feel like something she’d done to herself rather than something I’d handed her: 714.III.37. The room number. The floor. The number of steps between her door and mine, though she wouldn’t know what that third number meant for weeks yet, if ever.

I stood in the doorway and looked at the room the way I look at every room I’ve ever built for a purpose: for the seams. There weren’t any I could find, and I have found the seams in far better work than my own.

The third floor was mine before it was ever hers, converted from a bank’s executive offices into two residences separated by thirty-seven steps of hallway I’d had measured twice. No cameras up here, a decision I’d made two years ago for reasons that had nothing to do with her and everything to do with men who liked to know where I slept. I would have to explain the absence of surveillance without explaining the reason for it. I would have to explain a great many things without explaining the reasons for them. That was, more or less, the entire architecture of the next thirty nights.

I first saw her seven years ago, at a gala for a hospital wing nobody in that ballroom would ever set foot in as a patient. She’d worn gray, which should have made her disappear among the women in jewel tones circling the bar, and instead it made her the only person in the room who looked like she’d read the seating chart in advance and found it insufficiently rigorous. Bennett Grant had his hand at the small of her back the entire night, guiding her from donor to donor like a man walking a valuable animal on a very short lead. She hadn’t leaned into the touch. She hadn’t leaned away from it either. She’d simply endured it with the flat patience of someone doing long division in her head, and I remember thinking, with the specific clarity of a man recognizing a fact rather than falling for one: that woman is being spent, and she doesn’t know it yet.

She’d caught me watching her once that night, across a raw bar nobody was eating from, and instead of looking away she’d held it a full two seconds longer than politeness required, like she was cataloging me the same way I was cataloging her. Then Bennett had said something in her ear and she’d laughed on cue, a practiced sound with no laughter under it, and the moment closed like a door I hadn’t finished walking through. I’d spent the seven years since finding out exactly what she was being spent on, and exactly what it would cost to pull her out from under his hand without breaking the parts of her that were still worth saving.

*   *   *
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MY PHONE LIT UP ON the dresser, screen down, the way I keep it when I don’t want a room reading my face by the glow. I turned it over out of habit more than curiosity. Blocked number. A single line, no signature, the kind of message that arrives from someone who has access to things they shouldn’t and wants me to know it without saying so directly.

She has Bennett’s phone.

I read it twice. Not because I doubted it, but because I was recalculating everything downstream of it in the time it took to reread four words. If she had the phone, she had the calendar entry. If she had the calendar entry, she had two letters and a number that meant nothing to her yet and everything to at least four men in this city who would prefer it stayed that way. I thought about the sedan at the hospital curb three nights ago, the window lowered exactly two inches, my own voice pitched low enough that she wouldn’t recognize it again out of context, in daylight, across a lobby. Your husband owed a debt to people who will come to collect it. I’d told her the truth and withheld my name in the same breath, which is a particular kind of cowardice I don’t often permit myself.

I would permit it a while longer. Six hours, now closer to five, before a car very different from that one delivered her to my front steps with a single suitcase and thirty nights of expectation she hadn’t agreed to yet, not really, not with anything but a lawyer’s careful phrasing and a widow’s exhausted signature.

I set the phone face-down again and looked once more at the room. Tea at a precise angle. A book bent to a lie she’d recognize as a kindness before she recognized it as surveillance. One flower where three had been. A key with her whole future carved into three small numbers she hadn’t earned the right to understand yet.

“She’s going to hate you for this,” Ines said behind me, not unkindly, the way you’d tell a man his house was on fire in a tone reserved for facts rather than emergencies.

“She’s going to suspect me for this,” I said. “Hate takes longer. It requires trust first, and trust isn’t part of tonight’s arrangement.”

Ines looked at me the way she’d looked at me for eleven years, since before the funeral business, since before the other business, the look that said she’d stopped expecting me to choose the kinder path a long time ago and had simply started hoping the effective one wouldn’t cost me everything on the way there.

I checked my watch. Five hours, forty-one minutes. Somewhere across the city, a woman who counted things the way I counted things was folding a single suitcase closed, unaware that the man who now owned every asset her husband had ever touched had also been the voice in the dark telling her the truth on the worst night of her life. She would find that thread eventually. Forensic accountants always find the thread.

I intended to be standing exactly where she could reach me when she did.
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CHAPTER THREE
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The Elevator Equation

The building didn’t look like a place people went to die. That was the first thing I cataloged, standing on the curb at 714 Covenant Street with one suitcase and a veil I’d left folded in my bag out of pure spite. Four stories of 1920s limestone, a bank once, the kind with a name carved above the door in letters too confident to survive a single depression, let alone two. Someone had kept the vault door visible through a street-level window like a museum piece. Somewhere behind that door, according to a dead man’s handwriting, was a collection nobody would explain to me.

I counted the front steps. Nine. I counted the columns flanking the entrance. Four. Numbers are the only thing that hold still when everything else in your life has started sliding sideways, and mine had been sliding for three days straight.

A brass plaque beside the door read DANE FUNERAL RESIDENCE, ESTABLISHED, in letters too small for a business that apparently owned an entire city block. Through the ground-floor window, past a display of white lilies arranged with more intention than any grief I’d witnessed all week, I could see the old vault door standing open at the end of a short corridor, steel and rivets, a relic somebody had decided was worth preserving instead of demolishing. I wondered whether that was sentiment or strategy. In my experience, buildings that keep their vaults visible are usually advertising something other than
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