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Prologue
The cursor blinks on the screen. It is a small, white line that does not move. I have been staring at it for two hours. The time on my computer says three in the morning. Outside, the streetlights of Veridian City flicker. The rain is hitting the glass of my window. It is a constant sound.

My desk is covered in papers. Most of them are bank statements from the municipal pension fund. There are thousands of entries. I have cross-referenced them with the city’s tax records. The discrepancy is exactly forty-two million dollars. It is not a mistake. It is a deliberate removal of funds.

My father’s signature is at the bottom of the final authorization form. I know he did not sign it. He was in the hospital when this document was dated. He was recovering from a heart procedure. He could not hold a pen. But the state does not care about that detail. They see his name and they see the missing money.

I look at the picture on my desk. It is a photo of my mother. She died five years ago. We were living in a small apartment because the bank had taken our house. My father had lost his position as a judge by then. The accusations had already started. She died of a treatable infection because we did not have the money for the right medicine.

I will not let the same thing happen to my father. He is in a holding cell now. The bail is set at twenty million dollars. The judge who set it was a former colleague of his. It is a message. They want him to stay where he is. They want him to stop talking.

I open a different file on my computer. This one is labeled ‘Estate of Arthur Vance’. It is my grandfather’s will. I have read it every night for a week. There is a trust fund. It contains twenty million dollars. It was established to ensure the family legacy continued through marriage. The legal language is very specific.

To access the funds, I must be legally married. I must stay married for one year. The money will be released to me on the day the marriage certificate is filed. It is an old-fashioned clause. It is also my only option. I do not have a boyfriend. I do not have friends. My life is made of spreadsheets and forensic audits.

I turn in my chair. I look out the window across the narrow alley. The building opposite mine is a tenement. The bricks are dark with moisture. On the fourth floor, a man is sitting at a desk. His window is open. He is wearing a gray shirt. He does not look up from his monitors.

His name is Cyrus. He moved in three months ago. I know this because I keep a log of the people in the building. It is a habit from my work. He works as a freelance coder. I have seen his screen through my binoculars. It is always lines of green text on a black background.

He has a scar. It is thick and jagged. It starts at his jawline on the left side. It goes down into his collar. He never leaves his apartment during the day. He only goes out at night to buy groceries. He carries himself with a rigid posture. He looks like a man who expects someone to hit him.

He is the perfect candidate. He is a person who does not want to be noticed. He lives in a rent-controlled unit that is falling apart. He wears the same three shirts every week. He needs money. I can see it in the way he counts his change at the bodega on the corner.

I stand up. My suit is cheap. The fabric is thin at the elbows. It is a navy blue color that has faded. I straighten my glasses. I need to be clinical about this. This is not a romance. This is a transaction. I am hiring a husband to save my father’s life.

I walk to the door of my apartment. My shoes make a dull sound on the floor. I grab my umbrella. I do not feel nervous. I feel a sense of calculation. The risk of approaching a stranger is lower than the risk of doing nothing. If I do nothing, my father will die in a prison cell.

I walk down the stairs. The hallway smells like damp wood and old cooking. I step out into the rain. The water is cold. It soaks into the hem of my trousers. I cross the alley and enter the tenement building. The door does not lock. The elevator is out of order.

I climb the four flights of stairs. My heart rate increases. I monitor the sensation. It is a physical response to exertion. I reach the fourth floor. The hallway is narrow. The paint is peeling off the walls in large strips. I find apartment 4B.

I hear the sound of a keyboard. It is a rapid clicking. I stand in front of the door for ten seconds. I check my watch. It is 3:15 AM. This is the time when he is usually finishing his work. I knock three times. The sound is loud in the quiet hallway.

The clicking stops. There is silence for a long time. I do not move. I stay in the center of the doorway. I want him to see me through the peephole. I want him to see that I am alone and not a threat. I am a woman in a wet suit holding a black umbrella.

I hear the lock turn. The door opens four inches. The man stands in the gap. He is taller than I thought. His eyes are dark. They move over my face. He looks at my glasses. He looks at my wet hair. He does not speak. He waits for me to explain my presence.

"My name is Elena Vance," I say. My voice is steady. "I live in the building across the alley. I have a proposal for you. It involves a legal contract and a payment of one million dollars."

The man does not blink. He looks at the scar on his own hand. Then he looks back at me. He opens the door wider. The room behind him is dark except for the light from the monitors. There is a smell of coffee and electronics.

"Come in," he says. His voice is low. It is the first time I have heard him speak. It is a rough sound. He steps back to let me pass. I enter the room. I do not look at his furniture. I look at the man. He is a mystery I need to solve, but for now, he is just a signature on a page.

1. The Audit of a Lifetime
The spreadsheet on my dual monitors didn't add up. I adjusted my glasses and leaned closer. The blue light reflected off the lenses. I had been in this office for fourteen hours. The cleaning crew had already passed through. The trash cans were empty. My desk remained covered in printed ledgers and highlighters.

I looked at the Veridian City Municipal Pension Fund. Line 4,201 showed a transfer of six hundred thousand dollars. It was labeled as a routine maintenance fee for a firm that didn't exist in the state registry. I traced the wire transfer back. It led to a shell company. That shell company had a signature on its founding documents that I recognized.

It was my father’s signature.

I sat back in my chair. The fabric was stiff. My neck felt tight. This was the third time I had found his name in the middle of a suspicious transaction in as many months. Judge Arthur Vance was currently sitting in a jail cell awaiting trial for racketeering. The city claimed he took bribes. The documents I was looking at suggested he was being used as a digital ghost.

Someone was signing his name to move millions of dollars out of the city’s coffers. If I couldn't prove it was a forgery, he would spend the rest of his life in prison. He was sixty-eight years old. He didn't have the health for a long sentence.

My phone vibrated on the desk. It was Marcus, the executor of my grandfather’s estate. I answered it on the second ring.

"Elena," Marcus said. He sounded tired. "I received your request for the early release of the litigation funds."

"The defense team needs the retainer by Monday," I said. "It’s twenty million dollars. The evidence is mounting against him, Marcus. I need that money to hire the forensic team from the coast."

I heard the sound of paper shuffling over the line. "I reviewed the trust documents again. Your grandfather was very specific. The 'Legacy Clause' is ironclad. The funds are only accessible to you once you are legally married. He wanted to ensure stability before you inherited that kind of responsibility."

I gripped the edge of my desk. "Stability? My father is in a cell. The man who raised me is losing his mind in a six-by-nine room. I don't have time to date, let alone find stability."

"The law doesn't care about your timeline," Marcus replied. "The bank won't release a cent until I file a marriage certificate. If you marry, the money is yours within twenty-four hours. If you don't, it stays in the vault until your thirtieth birthday. By then, your father's trial will be long over."

I ended the call without saying goodbye. I stared at the screen. I needed twenty million dollars. I needed a husband. And I needed both within the next seventy-two hours.

I didn't think about love. Love was a variable that couldn't be quantified. It was an emotion that led to poor decision-making. My parents had loved each other, and it had left my mother in poverty after my father's first accusation. I looked at the problem as I looked at a broken balance sheet. I needed a partner who would sign a contract and stay out of my way.

I opened a private browser. I didn't go to a dating site. I went to the city’s housing registry. I needed someone low-profile. Someone who wouldn't ask questions. Someone who needed money or a favor as much as I needed a signature.

I filtered for single residents in rent-controlled districts. I looked for people with no criminal records but low income. I needed someone invisible.

I found him on page twelve of the results.

Cyrus Thorne. Age thirty-two. Occupation: Freelance Coder. Address: A dilapidated apartment building on the edge of the Industrial District.

He had no social media presence. No public photos. No property in his name. His tax returns showed a man who barely made enough to pay for his groceries. He was a ghost in a city of sirens.

I stood up and grabbed my coat. The tailored wool felt thin against the night air as I walked out of the office. The elevator ride down was silent. The lobby was empty except for a security guard who didn't look up from his phone.

I hailed a cab. The drive to the Industrial District took twenty minutes. The tall glass buildings of the city center gave way to brick warehouses and rusted fences. The rain started to fall. It hit the windshield in heavy drops.

I stepped out in front of a building that looked like it was held together by grime. My heels clicked on the uneven pavement. I checked the apartment number I had pulled from the registry. 4B.

The hallway smelled of wet wood and old cooking oil. I climbed the stairs. The railing was loose. I reached the fourth floor and walked to the end of the corridor.

I knocked on the door. It was solid wood, painted a dark green that was peeling at the corners.

No one answered. I knocked again, louder.

I heard the sound of a bolt sliding back. The door opened three inches.

A man stood in the gap. The lighting in the hallway was dim, but I could see the shape of his face. He was taller than I expected. He wore a grey hooded sweatshirt. A jagged scar started at his jawline and disappeared under the collar of his shirt. His eyes were dark and focused. He didn't look like a man who worked on computers all day. He looked like a man who was waiting for an attack.

"You’re at the wrong door," he said. His voice was low. It didn't have any inflection.

"I’m not," I said. I pulled a folder from my bag. "Are you Cyrus Thorne?"

He didn't move. He didn't blink. "Who’s asking?"

"My name is Elena Vance. I’m a forensic auditor. I have a business proposal for you."

He started to close the door. I put my foot in the frame. The leather of my shoe pressed against the wood.

"I checked your financial records, Cyrus," I said. "You’re three months behind on your rent. The city is planning to clear this block for a new development in sixty days. You’ll be homeless. I can prevent that."

He stopped pushing the door. He looked down at my foot, then back at my face. He pulled the door open and stepped back, signaling for me to enter.

The apartment was small. The windows were covered with thick black curtains. There were three computer monitors on a metal desk in the corner. They were the only things in the room that looked expensive. A single mattress lay on the floor. There was no other furniture.

He stood in the center of the room. He didn't offer me a seat. He didn't offer me water.

"Five minutes," he said.

"I need to be married by Monday morning," I said. I didn't see the point in a slow introduction. "I have a legal trust that requires a spouse to activate. If you marry me, I will pay you five hundred thousand dollars. We will sign a prenuptial agreement. We will live together for one year to satisfy the audit requirements of the trust. After that, we divorce. You keep the money. You never have to see me again."

Cyrus walked toward me. He moved with a physical grace that felt out of place in this room. He stopped two feet away. He was much larger than he appeared in the doorway. The scar on his neck was red and thick. It looked like it had been caused by an explosion.

He looked at my glasses, then at the suit I was wearing. "You want to buy a husband."

"I want to secure a contract," I corrected. "I’ve investigated your background. You have no family, no debt other than your rent, and no criminal history. You’re the perfect candidate because you don't exist in the eyes of the law."

He let out a short sound that might have been a laugh, but his expression stayed flat. "You don't know anything about me, Elena."

"I know what the data tells me. Data is more reliable than conversation."

He leaned down so his face was level with mine. I could smell the scent of unscented soap. He didn't look away. "What happens if I say no?"

"I go to the next person on my list. But you’re at the top for a reason. You need to disappear from the city's radar, and I need a name on a document. We both get what we want."

He reached out and took the folder from my hand. His fingers were calloused. He flipped through the pages of the contract I had drafted. He read every line. He didn't skip the fine print.

"One year," he said.

"One year," I repeated.

He walked over to the desk and picked up a pen. He signed the last page. He didn't hesitate. He handed the folder back to me.

"I have one condition," he said.

"What is it?"

"You don't go into my workspace. You don't ask about my clients. You stay on your side of the line."

"Agreed," I said.

I took the signed contract. My hand was steady, but I could feel the weight of what I had just done. I had just tied my life to a stranger with a scarred face and a hidden past.

"Pack your things," I said. "We’re going to the courthouse. Then you’re moving into my apartment."

Cyrus didn't move. He looked at the door, then back at me. "I don't have things to pack."

He grabbed a black duffel bag from under the desk and a laptop case. He walked to the door and opened it.

"Lead the way, wife," he said.
2. A Contract Signed in Shadows
The elevator doors at the municipal courthouse closed with a metallic thud. Cyrus stood in the corner, his black duffel bag gripped in one hand. He didn't look at me. He didn't look at the mirrored walls. He kept his eyes fixed on the floor numbers as they dropped.

I checked my watch. It was 4:42 PM. The clerk’s office closed at five. If we missed this window, the trust activation would be delayed another twenty-four hours. My father didn't have twenty-four hours. The prosecutor was already moving to freeze his secondary accounts.

"We have eighteen minutes," I said. I didn't turn my head to look at him.

"Then stop checking your watch," Cyrus said. His voice was low. It didn't carry any urgency. "The time won't move faster because you're counting the seconds."

We stepped out into the lobby. The air smelled of floor wax and old paper. The courthouse was mostly empty, the late-afternoon light cutting through the high windows in long, orange rectangles. I led the way to the marriage license bureau.

The clerk behind the desk was a woman in her sixties with gray hair and a name tag that read 'Marge'. She didn't look up when we approached. She was stamping a stack of forms.

"Application for marriage," I said, placing my ID and the pre-filled forms on the counter.

Marge looked at the papers, then at me, then at Cyrus. Her eyes lingered on the scar that ran from his jaw down into his
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