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Prologue
The total at the bottom of the screen was red.

I looked at the numbers. They did not change.

Eighty-four thousand dollars.

This was the cost for one week of Clara’s care at the private clinic. I stood at the reception desk. The woman behind the counter did not look at me. She kept typing on a plastic keyboard. The sound was a series of clicks.

“The insurance company denied the claim,” she said. Her voice was flat. “They cited the pre-existing condition clause from your father’s estate.”

I gripped the edge of the granite counter. The stone was cold. I felt the rough texture where the polish had worn away. My father had been dead for ten years, yet his name still stopped the flow of money.

I turned and walked down the hall to room 402. Clara lay on the bed. Her skin was white. She was twenty-two years old, but she looked much younger. Her breathing was slow. A machine made a soft whirring sound beside her head.

I sat in the chair next to her. I took her hand. Her fingers did not move. I thought about the bridge. I thought about the concrete falling into the river in 2012. I remembered the sound of the sirens and the way the mud looked on my father’s boots when he came home for the last time.

He had designed that bridge. Everyone said he had used cheap steel. They said he had taken bribes. Then he had gone into the garage and turned on the car engine. He left me with a sister who was slowly losing the ability to move her muscles and a name that people spat on.

I left the hospital twenty minutes later. I walked to a small office in the center of the city. The sign on the door said ‘Gable and Associates.’ It was not a law firm. It was a place for people who had nothing left to trade but themselves.

Mrs. Gable sat behind a metal desk. She was sixty years old. She wore a gray suit. She pushed a file toward me.

“The medical bills have been cleared for the next six months as a gesture of good faith,” she said.

I did not touch the file. “Who is he?”

“His name is Cyrus Vane,” she said. She put a photograph on top of the folder.

I looked at the man in the picture. He wore thick glasses that made his eyes look large. His hair was messy. He wore a brown cardigan that looked two sizes too big for his frame. He was sitting at a desk covered in old papers and wooden boxes.

“He is an archive clerk for the municipal museum,” Mrs. Gable said. “He is thirty-four years old. He lives in a one-bedroom apartment on the west side. He has no criminal record. He has no social life.”

“Why does a clerk want a contract marriage?” I asked.

“Mr. Vane values stability,” she replied. “He wants a wife who will maintain his home and provide a certain image of domestic normalcy. He is a very private man. He does not want to date. He wants a partner who understands the legal nature of this arrangement.”

I looked at the photograph again. Cyrus Vane looked harmless. He looked like the kind of man who would spend his Saturdays cleaning dust off old coins. He was the opposite of Julian Sterling.

Julian Sterling was the man who had bought my father’s firm. He was the man who appeared on the news every night talking about the new city infrastructure. He was the man who had called me a week ago to offer me a job as a cleaning lady at his headquarters. He had laughed when he said it.

I took the pen from the desk. It was heavy. My hand was steady. I did not feel any emotion. I felt a physical sensation of weight in my chest, but I did not cry.

“Five years,” I said.

“Five years,” Mrs. Gable confirmed. “You will receive a monthly allowance. Clara’s medical expenses will be paid in full. In exchange, you will live with Mr. Vane. You will attend three social functions a year as his spouse. You will not seek a divorce before the term is up.”

I signed my name. The ink was black. It dried quickly on the white paper.

I thought about the people who looked away when I walked down the street. I thought about the socialites who used to invite my mother to tea before they moved to the other side of the restaurant when they saw us.

They would see me with a clerk. They would pity me. They would think I had finally hit the bottom of the world.

I stood up. I walked out of the office and into the rain. The water was cold on my face.

I did not know that somewhere in a room filled with computer screens, a man was watching me on a security feed. I did not know that he was taking off his thick glasses and rubbing his eyes.

I only knew that I had saved my sister. I had sold my life to a man I had never met, a man who worked in a basement with old papers.

I walked toward the subway station. The city felt loud. The buildings were tall and gray. Somewhere in the distance, I could see the silhouette of the new bridge being built. It was taller and wider than the one my father had made.

I would marry Cyrus Vane. I would live in his small apartment. I would cook his meals and listen to him talk about museum archives. I would be invisible, just like him.

That was the plan.

I walked down the stairs into the underground station. The air was warm and smelled of electricity. I waited for the train. My life was no longer mine. It belonged to the man in the brown cardigan.

1. The Desperation Contract
The ink on the page was dark and permanent. I stared at the signature line until the letters blurred. My hand was steady, but the rest of me felt brittle. This piece of paper was worth one million, two hundred thousand dollars. That was the price of Clara’s life.

Mrs. Gable watched me from across the mahogany desk. She did not look like a matchmaker. She looked like a corporate auditor in a sharp grey suit. Her office was high above the city, overlooking the construction cranes that were currently rebuilding the skyline my father had helped design before his name was dragged through the dirt.

“The terms are non-negotiable, Ms. Vance,” Mrs. Gable said. She tapped a manicured fingernail against the document. “Five years of marriage. You will live in the apartment provided. You will maintain a supportive presence in Mr. Vane’s life. In exchange, the medical debt for Clara Vance is erased today. The experimental neurological treatment at the Sterling Clinic will be paid in full, starting tomorrow.”

I looked at the total on the ledger she had attached to the back of the contract. It was a number I couldn’t reach in three lifetimes of site planning and garden architecture. The collapse of the Oakhaven Bridge in 2012 hadn’t just killed seven people. It had killed my father’s career and, eventually, him. It had left me with a sister who was slowly losing her ability to walk and a mountain of legal and medical debt that never stopped growing.

“Tell me about him again,” I said. My voice sounded thin in the quiet room. “Cyrus Vane. Why does a museum clerk need to buy a wife?”

Mrs. Gable didn’t blink. “Mr. Vane is a private man. He works in the archives. He is quiet and dedicated. However, the board of the museum is traditional. To move into the senior curator position he desires, they require a specific image. A stable, married man. He is willing to pay for that stability. He is not interested in romance. He is interested in his career.”

It sounded like a lie, or at least a very convenient truth. But I didn’t have the luxury of skepticism. Clara had collapsed again this morning. The doctors said her nerves were failing. Without the new treatment, she wouldn't see her thirtieth birthday. I was twenty-seven, and I was selling the next five years of my life to buy her a future.

“He’s here, isn’t he?” I asked.

“He is waiting in the lounge,” Gable replied. “Do you wish to sign before you meet him, or after?”

“Before,” I said. If I met him and saw a monster, I might not be able to do it. If I signed first, I had no choice. I was a Vance. We kept our word, even when it cost us everything.

I gripped the pen. The plastic was cool. I wrote my name in quick, jagged letters. Elara Vance. The 'V' was sharp, the 'e' was a mere tail. I pushed the paper back across the desk. It felt like I had just cut off a limb, but when I thought of Clara’s face when she didn't have to worry about the bill collectors anymore, the phantom pain faded.

“Excellent,” Gable said. She stood up and tucked the contract into a thick leather folder. “I will bring him in. Please, try to look less like you are at a funeral, Elara. This is your wedding day.”

She walked to the door and opened it. I stood up, smoothing the fabric of my black trousers. I hadn’t worn a dress. I didn't want to make this easy for him. I wanted him to see exactly what he was buying: a woman who was doing this out of necessity, not affection.

A man walked into the room. He was tall, but he carried himself with a slight slouch that made him seem smaller. He wore an oversized navy cardigan that looked like it was made of thick, itchy wool. His trousers were a dull brown corduroy. He had thick, black-rimmed glasses that slid down his nose, and his hair was a messy thatch of dark brown that looked like he hadn't seen a barber in months.

This was Cyrus Vane. He looked like the definition of an archive clerk. He looked like a man who spent his days in basements with old paper and dust.

“Ms. Vance,” he said. His voice was low and surprisingly steady. It didn’t have the nervous tremor I expected from a man who had to buy a wife. He didn't look me in the eye. He looked at my shoulder.

“Mr. Vane,” I replied. I searched his face. He wasn't ugly, but he was plain. His skin was pale, as if he didn't get enough sun. There was nothing about him that suggested power or wealth. He was just a man in a cardigan.

“I’ve reviewed your file,” he said. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small, plain silver band. “Mrs. Gable says you have signed. I appreciate your pragmatism.”

He stepped closer. He smelled like old books and a hint of something crisp, like ozone. It wasn't the smell of a man who worked in a museum. It was a clean, sharp scent that didn't match the baggy clothes.

“May I?” he asked, gesturing to my left hand.

I hesitated, then held it out. My fingers were calloused from years of working with soil and drafting tools. His hands were different. They were large, his fingers long and elegant. His skin was smooth, but his grip was firm. He slid the ring onto my finger. It was a perfect fit.

“We have a car waiting,” Cyrus said. “The movers have already collected your things from your rental. They are being delivered to the apartment now.”

“You moved my things without me?” I felt a flash of my usual temper. “We just signed the papers three minutes ago.”

Cyrus finally looked me in the eyes. Behind the thick lenses of his glasses, his eyes were a startling, piercing grey. For a second, the slouch disappeared. He looked at me with an intensity that made my breath stop in my throat. It wasn't the look of a clerk. It was the look of a man who was used to being obeyed.

“Efficiency is part of the agreement, Elara,” he said. The way he said my name was cold and precise. “We don't have time to waste. You have a dinner to attend tonight with the museum board. You need to be prepared.”

“Prepared for what?” I asked. “I’m a designer, not an actress.”

“You are my wife,” he said, and the slouch returned as he turned toward the door. “That is the only role that matters now.”

I followed him out of the office. We took the private elevator down to the garage. A black sedan was waiting. It wasn't a limousine, just a standard, high-end car that looked like it belonged to a middle-manager. Cyrus opened the door for me, his movements stiff.

As we drove through the city, I watched the streets go by. We passed the turn-off for the Oakhaven Bridge. The new structure was gleaming in the afternoon sun, a constant reminder of Julian Sterling’s triumph and my father’s failure. Sterling had built the replacement. He had taken the contracts my father lost. He had grown rich on the ruins of the Vance name.

Cyrus sat on the other side of the backseat, staring out his own window. He didn't try to touch me. He didn't even speak. The silence in the car was thick. I looked at the silver ring on my finger. It felt heavy. It was a shackle, but it was also a shield. For the first time in years, the debt wasn't chasing me.

“Where is the apartment?” I asked as we crossed into the older, quieter part of the city, away from the glass towers of the financial district.

“The Heights,” he said. “Near the museum. It’s a modest building. It suits my position.”

I knew the Heights. it was a neighborhood of brownstones and academic types. It was respectable but boring. It was exactly where a man like Cyrus Vane would live.

When the car pulled up to a four-story brick building, the driver got out to open my door. Cyrus stepped out first and waited for me on the sidewalk. He looked up at the windows, his expression unreadable.

“This is home,” he said.

I looked at the building. It was well-maintained, with black wrought-iron railings and small boxes of dying geraniums on the windowsills. It was a far cry from the estate I had grown up in, and it was better than the cramped flat I had shared with Clara.

As we walked up the steps, I noticed a man standing across the street. He was wearing a dark suit and holding a phone to his ear, his eyes fixed on us. He didn't look like a neighbor. He looked like he was taking notes.

“Cyrus,” I whispered, nodding toward the man. “Is someone watching you?”

Cyrus didn't look. He just took my arm and guided me inside. “People are always watching, Elara. Get used to it.”

His grip on my arm was stronger than it needed to be. He led me into the lobby, which smelled of floor wax and old mail. We took a small, creaking elevator to the third floor. He pulled out a key and opened the door to apartment 3B.

Inside, the space was filled with boxes. My boxes. My drafting table was already set up in the corner of the living room, next to a window that looked out over an alleyway. The furniture was simple—a grey sofa, a wooden coffee table, and bookshelves packed with leather-bound volumes.

“Your bedroom is the first door on the right,” Cyrus said, pointing down a short hallway. “Mine is at the end. We will share the common spaces. I leave for work at seven each morning. I return at six. Dinner is at seven-thirty. Do you cook?”

“I can,” I said, surprised by the domesticity of the question.

“Good. It will save on the budget,” he said.

He walked over to a stack of mail on the counter and began sorting through it. He looked so ordinary, so utterly unremarkable, that for a moment I forgot the weight of the contract. He was just a man worried about his budget and his dinner.

Then he looked up, and I saw that flash of grey stone in his eyes again.

“Clara’s first treatment is scheduled for nine a.m. tomorrow,” he said. “The car will pick her up and take her to the clinic. You don't need to worry about the cost anymore, Elara. I’ve taken care of everything.”

“Thank you,” I said. The words felt small.

“Don't thank me,” he said, his voice flat. “It’s a transaction. Just make sure you play your part tonight. Julian Sterling will be at the dinner. He’s a major donor to the museum.”

I froze at the mention of the name. “Sterling will be there?”

“He is everywhere,” Cyrus said, and for the first time, I saw a shadow of real emotion on his face. It wasn't kindness. It was a cold, simmering dislike that matched my own. “But tonight, he is just a man who will see you as my wife. Remember that.”

He turned and walked toward his room, leaving me alone in the middle of my new life. I looked at the ring on my finger. The transaction had begun.
2. A Vow of Silence
I stayed in the middle of the room until I heard the lock on his bedroom door turn. The sound was small but final. I looked down at the silver band on my finger again. It didn't sparkle. It was a plain, matte circle that meant I no longer had to worry about the numbers in my bank account, but it also meant I belonged to the man who just walked away from me.

I moved toward the bedroom Cyrus had assigned to me. The floorboards creaked under my boots. Inside, the space was functional. There was a bed, a small dresser, and a desk that looked like it had been salvaged from a school. My suitcases were lined up against the wall. I opened the largest one and pulled out the charcoal wool dress I had kept for six years. It was the only thing I hadn't sold, a relic from the days when the Vance name meant something other than a cautionary tale.

I changed quickly. The wool was scratchy against my skin. As I zipped the back, I looked at myself in the small mirror above the dresser. I had lost weight over the last few months. My collarbones were more prominent, and there were dark circles under my eyes that no amount of sleep would fix. I pulled my hair back into a tight, low knot, leaving not a single strand loose. I didn't want to look beautiful. I wanted to look invisible.

A knock at
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