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Prologue
The final notice from the Sterling Group is printed on heavy, cream-colored cardstock. It is the most expensive thing in my office. I stare at the signature of the lead attorney until the ink seems to vibrate. They want the deed to the building and a settlement that I will never be able to pay. My father spent forty years building this firm. He spent the last two years of his life watching it fall apart after the Thorne family pulled their contracts.

I sit at my drafting table. The wood is scarred from decades of use. My hands are shaking. I press them flat against the blueprints of a library I will never get to build. The silence in the studio is so heavy that I can hear the hum of the refrigerator in the breakroom. Everything I own is tied to a name that has become a liability. The Vance legacy is a pile of debt and a collection of lawsuits.

There is a knock at the door. I do not answer. I do not want to talk to another courier or another process server. The knock comes again. It is three distinct, slow strikes. It is the neighbor from the unit next to mine. Julian Gray. He moved in six months ago. He restores old tables and chairs. I often hear the sound of his sandpaper late at night. It is a consistent, grounding noise in the middle of my chaos.

I stand up and walk to the door. I pull it open. Julian is wearing a dark t-shirt and jeans. There is a smudge of wood stain on his forearm. He is a large man. He fills the doorway. His presence is not aggressive, but he is impossible to ignore. His eyes are a neutral grey. He looks at the papers on my desk and then back at me.

"The lawyers were here again," Julian says. His voice is deep. He does not use a questioning tone. He states it as a fact. He has a way of observing things without appearing to pry. I have seen him in the hallway many times, always quiet, always working. He is the only person who does not look at me with pity.

"They never stop," I say. My voice is thin. I clear my throat and try to stand straighter. "I will have the rent for the shared hallway cleaning by Friday, Julian. I just need a few more days to organize the accounts."

He doesn't move. He watches me for a moment. He looks at my father’s old drafting tools. "I am not here about the hallway cleaning, Elena. I have been thinking about your situation. And I have been thinking about mine."

I frown. "Your situation? You have a successful business. I see the delivery trucks picking up your work every week."

Julian steps into the room. He does not ask for permission, but I do not stop him. He walks to the window that looks out over the alley. "I have an inheritance. It is a significant amount of money from my grandmother. But there are conditions. The lawyers who manage the trust are strict. They believe in traditional stability. To access the funds, I must be married for at least one year."

I stay by the door. My hand is still on the handle. "Why are you telling me this?"

"Because you need three hundred thousand dollars to keep the Sterling Group from seizing this firm," he says. He turns around. His expression is calm. He does not look like he is making a joke. "I need a wife to satisfy a legal requirement. You need a financial shield to protect your father's work. It is a logical exchange."

I feel a cold sensation in my chest. I look at him. He is a stranger. I know his name and his profession, but nothing else. He has no friends that visit. He has no family photos in his shop. He is a man who exists in the shadows of this building. "You are suggesting a marriage of convenience?"

"I am suggesting a contract," Julian corrects me. "Twelve months. We live in the same residence to satisfy the observers. I pay off your debts today. I provide a monthly allowance for your firm’s operating costs. At the end of the year, we file for an uncontested divorce. You keep the firm. I keep my inheritance."

I look at the yellow eviction notice. I think about my father in the nursing home. He doesn't recognize me anymore, but he still asks about the office. He still asks if the Vance name is respected. If I lose this building, I lose the last piece of him. I look back at Julian. He is waiting. He does not look desperate. He looks like a man making a business deal.

"Why me?" I ask. "You could find anyone. You are a handsome man, Julian. You have a stable life."

"I do not want someone who will ask questions," he says. "I do not want someone who wants to know my history or my secrets. You are too busy trying to survive to care about who I am. That makes you the perfect partner for this."

He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a small, black burner phone. He sets it on my desk. "That is my private number. If you say yes, the money will be in your account by noon tomorrow. We will sign the legal papers at the courthouse on Monday."

I look at the phone. It is a cheap, plastic device. It looks out of place next to my father’s expensive fountain pens. The weight of my debt feels like a physical pressure on my lungs. I cannot breathe under the threat of the Sterling Group. Julian is offering me air. He is offering me a way to win.

"One year," I say. My voice is stronger now. "And you stay on your side of the apartment?"

"I am a man of my word, Elena," Julian says. He walks toward the door. He stops when he is inches away from me. He smells like sawdust and a faint, expensive soap that doesn't match his work clothes. "I have no interest in complicating this. I just want what is mine. And I think you want the same."

He leaves before I can answer. The door closes with a soft click. I am alone again with the lawsuits and the blueprints. I pick up the black phone. My fingers are cold. I know that I am making a deal with a man I do not understand. I know that he is hiding something behind that calm, grey gaze. But the Sterling Group is coming for me tomorrow, and Julian Gray is the only one standing in their way.

I press the button to turn on the phone. The screen glows in the dim light of the studio. I have spent my whole life trying to be the perfect architect, building things that last. Now, I am about to build a marriage on a foundation of lies. I do not care about the risk. I only care about the survival of the Vance name. I start to type a message. My hands are no longer shaking.

1. The Debt and the Proposal
The legal notice sat on my mahogany desk, the red ink on the header looking more like a warning than a letter. The Sterling Group didn’t send polite reminders. They sent process servers who didn’t smile. I read the final number again. Four hundred and twenty thousand dollars. It was a sum that felt impossible, a weight that stayed in my stomach every time I tried to sleep.

I looked around the office of Vance Architecture. The drafting tables were mostly empty. The blueprints for the Westside project were still pinned to the wall, but the client had pulled out three weeks ago. My father’s name was still etched in the glass of the front door, though the gold leaf was starting to peel at the edges. He had built this firm on the idea that good design belonged to everyone, not just the people with the most money. That belief had been his undoing.

I heard the sound of a heavy sander starting up next door. Julian Gray was at work. He rented the studio space adjacent to mine, a narrow room filled with sawdust and the scent of cut oak. He restored furniture. He was a man who rarely spoke more than ten words at a time, but he always seemed to know when I was at my limit.

I stood up and walked to the window. The city looked gray and indifferent. My father was currently sitting in a care facility three miles away, unable to remember the names of the buildings he had designed. If I lost the firm, I lost the ability to pay for that care. The Sterling Group knew that. Silas Vane, my ex-fiancé and the man who now sat on their board, knew that better than anyone.

There was a knock on the open door. Julian stood there. He was wearing a grey t-shirt covered in fine white dust. He was a large man, broad-shouldered and solid, with hands that showed the marks of manual work. He had a small cut on his thumb and a smudge of grease on his cheek. He didn’t ask if he could come in; he just stepped into the room.

“You haven't left your desk in six hours,” Julian said. His voice was low and grounded. He didn’t have the frantic energy that most people in this district carried.

“I have work to do,” I replied. I tried to slide the legal notice under a stack of folders, but I wasn't fast enough. Julian’s eyes moved to the paper. He didn't look away, and he didn't pretend he hadn't seen the red ink.

“Sterling Group,” he read aloud. He walked closer, his boots making a dull thud on the hardwood floor. He stopped a few feet from my desk. “They’re moving fast.”

“They’re moving at the speed of greed,” I said. I sat back down, my legs feeling heavy. “Silas wants the property. He doesn’t even want the firm. He wants to tear this building down and put up a glass tower with no soul. He’s using my father’s old accounting errors to do it.”

Julian looked at the blueprints on the wall. He stood there for a long moment, his hands in his pockets. He looked like he belonged in a forest or a workshop, not in an office with floor-to-ceiling windows.

“I have an inheritance issue,” Julian said. He turned back to me. The transition in the conversation was so abrupt that I blinked.

“I’m sorry?” I asked.

“My grandmother left a set of conditions in her will,” he continued. He leaned against the edge of my desk, not caring about the dust he was leaving on the polished surface. “To access the trust, I have to be married. For one year. I’ve been ignoring it because I didn't see a reason to change my life. But I need to secure the assets now.”

I stared at him. Julian was the man who fixed my broken door hinge and brought me coffee when the power went out during a storm. He was the quiet neighbor who worked until midnight. I didn't know anything about his family or a trust.

“Why are you telling me this, Julian?” I asked. My heart was beating a steady, fast rhythm in my chest.

“Because you owe four hundred thousand dollars and I have a problem that only a wife can solve,” he said. He didn't look away. His eyes were steady and unblinking. “I’m proposing a contract, Elena. A legal marriage. Twelve months. In exchange, I will pay off the Sterling Group’s claim and settle your father’s debts in full.”

I laughed, but it wasn't because I thought it was funny. It was a reflex. “You’re a furniture restorer, Julian. That’s a lot of chairs to fix.”

“The inheritance is substantial,” he said, ignoring my sarcasm. “I have the funds to wire the first installment to your lawyers by tomorrow morning. You keep the firm. You keep your father’s care secured. At the end of the year, we file for a quiet divorce. No one loses anything.”

I stood up again, pacing the small space behind my desk. The offer was absurd. It was the kind of thing that happened in old movies, not in a dusty office in the city. But the weight of the debt was real. The threat from Silas was real.

“Why me?” I asked. I stopped and looked at him. “You could ask anyone. You probably know people who would do this for a lot less than four hundred thousand dollars.”

“I know you,” Julian said. He stood up straight. He seemed to take up more space in the room than he had a minute ago. “I know you’re honest. I know you’re desperate. And I know you won’t try to make this more than it is. It’s a transaction, Elena. I need a spouse on paper. You need a way to keep your life from falling apart.”

I looked at the notice on my desk. If I didn't pay, the seizure would begin in ten days. Silas would walk in here with a smile on his face and take the keys. He would put my father in a state-run facility and demolish this office.

“What are the rules?” I asked. My voice was steady, but I could feel the tension in my shoulders.

“We live together,” Julian said. “It has to look real. My family has people who check these things. We move into a new place. Something neutral. We attend a few events. We stay married for three hundred and sixty-five days.”

“Your family,” I repeated. “Who are they?”

“People I don't like,” he said. He didn't elaborate. He didn't offer names or details. “That’s part of the deal. You don't ask about them, and I don't ask about your ex-fiancé beyond what is necessary to keep him away from you.”

I thought about the word 'transaction.' It was a cold word, but it was safe. It meant I wouldn't have to worry about my heart. I had already given my heart to Silas, and he had tried to trade it for a promotion. A contract was something I understood.

“I need to see proof,” I said. “I need to know you actually have the money. I won't sign anything until my lawyer looks at the trust documents.”

Julian reached into his pocket and pulled out a small, black burner phone. He tapped the screen and then turned it toward me. It showed a bank balance that made my breath catch. The numbers were long, followed by several zeros. It was more money than I had ever seen in one place.

“That’s the personal account,” Julian said. “The trust is separate. This is what I use for daily expenses.”

“You live in a studio next to a failing architecture firm,” I said, looking from the phone to his dusty t-shirt. “You spend your days sanding down old tables. Why?”

“Because I like the work,” he said. “And because I like being left alone. But the situation has changed. I need the marriage to happen now.”

I looked at him, really looked at him. Julian Gray wasn't just a craftsman. There was a stillness in him that was almost intimidating. He wasn't afraid of the numbers on that screen, and he wasn't afraid of me.

“One year,” I said.

“One year,” he confirmed.

“And you pay the debt in full? Tomorrow?”

“By noon,” Julian said.

I reached across the desk. My hand was smaller than his, but my grip was firm. When his fingers closed around mine, the skin was rough and warm. It didn't feel like a handshake between business partners. It felt like a tether.

“We have a deal,” I said.

Julian didn't smile. He just nodded once, his eyes dark and focused. “I’ll have the papers drawn up. Pack your things, Elena. We move on Sunday.”

He turned and walked out of the office before I could ask where we were going. I stayed there, standing by my desk, the silence of the room feeling louder than it had before. I had just sold a year of my life to a man I realized I didn't know at all. But for the first time in months, the red ink on the desk didn't look like the end of the world.
2. A Ring of Cold Steel
The door clicked shut behind Julian, leaving me in a room that suddenly felt too large. I looked down at my hand. The skin where he had gripped it felt warm. I flexed my fingers, trying to shake off the sensation of being tethered to a man I had only ever known as the guy who fixed broken chairs next door.

I walked to the window and watched him cross the narrow alleyway. He didn't look like a man who had millions of dollars in a burner phone. He walked with his shoulders rolled forward, his head down, disappearing into his workshop with a quiet efficiency.

I didn't sleep that night. I sat at my father’s old drafting table and stared at the final foreclosure notice from the Sterling Group. Four hundred and twenty thousand dollars. It was a number that had lived in the back of my throat for months, a constant weight that made every breath a struggle. By noon tomorrow, Julian had promised it would be gone.

Friday morning arrived with a gray, flat light. I was at my desk by eight, my eyes burning from lack of rest. I kept the banking portal open on my computer screen. The balance sat at a negative figure that seemed to mock my father’s thirty years of hard work.

At eleven-thirty, the phone rang. I expected Julian. It was Silas Vane.

‐Elena,‐ Silas said. His voice was smooth, the tone of a man who never had to raise his volume to get what he wanted. ‐I’m downstairs. I thought we could have one last talk before the paperwork is finalized.‐

‐There’s nothing to talk about, Silas,‐ I said. My voice was steadier than I expected. ‐The deadline isn't until noon.‐

‐Don’t be difficult. The Sterling Group is ready to move. I’m doing you a favor by being the one to hand you the exit agreement. It looks better if you sign it voluntarily.‐

‐I’m not signing anything,‐ I replied and hung up.

Ten minutes later, the elevator groaned. The doors slid open, and Silas stepped out. He looked exactly like he did the day he called off our wedding—flawless charcoal suit, hair perfectly styled, and a look of practiced sympathy on his face. He held a leather portfolio under one arm.

He walked across the dusty floor of the studio, his expensive shoes clicking against the hardwood. He stopped in front of my desk and laid the portfolio down.

‐You look tired, Elena,‐ he said. He reached out as if to touch my face, but I pulled back. He didn't seem offended. He just smiled. ‐This doesn't have to be a tragedy. My firm will keep the Vance name on the building. We’ll just be the ones managing the assets.‐

‐You want my father’s legacy for pennies,‐ I said. ‐You planned this from the start.‐

‐I planned for us to be a team,‐ Silas countered. ‐But you chose to keep this failing firm instead of joining me at Sterling. This is just business, Elena. The debt is real. The money isn't there.‐

I looked at the clock on my computer. 11:58 AM.

‐Wait,‐ I said.

‐For what? A miracle?‐ Silas leaned over the desk. ‐Sign the papers. I can still get you a severance package that will cover your father’s care for the next two years. If you wait until the clock strikes twelve, you get nothing.‐

At 11:59, the screen refreshed.

I didn't blink. I watched the cursor spin. The page loaded. The negative balance was gone. In its place was a zero. Then, a confirmation message appeared in the corner of the screen: Wire Transfer Received. Sterling Group Account Balance: $0.00.

I turned the monitor toward Silas.

He squinted at the screen. The smug expression didn't vanish immediately; it curdled. He stepped closer, his hand gripping the edge of my desk so hard his knuckles went white.

‐This is a mistake,‐ Silas muttered. ‐Where did you get nearly half a million dollars?‐

‐It doesn't matter,‐ I said. ‐The debt is paid. Get out of my office.‐

‐Elena, if you took a loan from some shark to save this place, you’ve just buried yourself deeper,‐ he said, his voice losing its polished edge. ‐Tell me who gave you this money.‐

‐I did.‐

Julian stood at the entrance of the office. He was wearing the same grease-stained work shirt and heavy boots from the day before. He had a rolled-up set of papers in his hand. He walked into the room with a slow, deliberate stride that seemed to shrink the space Silas was occupying.

Silas turned, his eyes raking over Julian with immediate disdain. ‐Who are you? The janitor?‐

Julian didn't look at Silas. He walked straight to my desk and placed the papers down. He looked at me, his gaze scanning my face as if checking for damage.

‐Are you okay?‐ Julian asked.

‐I’m fine,‐ I said.

Silas laughed, a short, sharp sound. ‐You’re telling me this man paid off a four hundred thousand dollar debt? He looks like he sleeps in a woodshop.‐

Julian finally turned his head toward Silas. He didn't show anger. He didn't even look annoyed. He looked at Silas the way a man looks at a fly on a windowpane.

‐My name is Julian,‐ he said. ‐And I’m Elena’s husband.‐

Silas froze. The silence in the room became heavy. I felt the lie settle between us, hard and solid.

‐Husband?‐ Silas repeated. ‐Elena, what is this?‐

‐We were married this morning,‐ Julian said. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small, velvet box. He opened it and took out a ring. It wasn't a diamond. It was a thick, heavy band of brushed platinum, dark and unadorned.

Julian took my left hand. His fingers were warm, his touch steady. He slid the ring onto my finger. It was a perfect fit. The metal was cold against my skin, a physical weight that made the contract feel real in a way the words hadn't.

‐We kept it private,‐ I added, looking Silas in the eye. ‐Given the circumstances with the firm, we didn't want the publicity.‐

Silas looked from me to Julian, his face flushed with a mixture of confusion and rage. He was a man who understood power through bank accounts and boardrooms, and Julian didn't fit into any category he knew how to fight.

‐You married... this?‐ Silas gestured to Julian’s boots. ‐Elena, you’re desperate, but this is pathetic. You threw away everything we had for a man who works with his hands?‐

‐He helped me when you were trying to ruin me,‐ I said. ‐That makes him more of a man than you’ll ever be. Now, leave.‐

Silas grabbed his portfolio. He didn't say another word. He turned and walked toward the elevator, his pace hurried, his composure shattered. We waited until the chime signaled the elevator had reached the lobby.

I let out a breath I had been holding for what felt like hours. I tried to pull my hand away from Julian’s, but he held it for a second longer than necessary.

‐That wasn't in the deal,‐ I whispered, looking at the ring on my finger. ‐The marriage wasn't supposed to be public yet.‐

‐He was pressing you,‐ Julian said. He stepped back, putting distance between us. The protective aura he had projected a moment ago vanished, replaced by
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