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Prologue
The fluorescent lights in the hallway of the memory care facility flickered. They made a humming sound that stayed in my ears. I sat on a plastic chair and looked at the invoice in my hands. The total at the bottom was forty thousand dollars. It was the balance for my mother’s specialized care over the last six months. It was a number I did not have.

I folded the paper and put it in my pocket. My fingers were stained with black ink from the drafting pens I used at the office. I didn't try to scrub it off. It felt like part of my skin now.

I walked into room 402. My mother was sitting by the window. She was looking at a brick wall across the alley. She didn't turn when I entered. She hadn't looked at me in three weeks.

"The nurses say you aren't eating much, Mom," I said. I sat on the edge of her bed. The sheets were tight and smelled of bleach.

She didn't answer. She hummed a song I didn't recognize. Her hands were thin. I wanted to touch them, but I stayed still. I knew if I touched her, she might scream. Sometimes she thought I was a stranger trying to steal her jewelry.

I stood up and left the room. I had to go to work. I had to find a way to pay the bill before the facility moved her to a state-run ward three hours away.

Outside, the Seattle rain was steady. It soaked through my thin coat in seconds. I walked toward the bus stop, but a black car pulled up to the curb. It blocked my path.

The window rolled down. Julian Vane sat in the back seat. He wore a suit that fit him perfectly, but he had tattoos that climbed up his neck. He looked at me for a long time before he spoke.

"The interest went up this morning, Elena," Julian said. His voice was low. He didn't sound angry. He sounded like a man reading a grocery list.

"I gave you five thousand last week," I said. I kept my hands in my pockets so he wouldn't see them shaking.

"You owe fifty now," Julian said. "My associates are losing patience. They think I'm being too soft because I like your face."

He opened the door. "Get in. We can talk about a payment plan that doesn't involve money."

I stayed on the sidewalk. "I'll have it by Friday."

Julian smiled. It wasn't a kind expression. "Friday is a long time away. Don't go anywhere, Elena. I know where your mother sleeps."

He drove away. I stood in the rain until my legs felt numb. My phone vibrated in my pocket. It was Chloe Thorne.

"Elena, you have to come over right now," Chloe said. She sounded like she was crying. There was loud music in the background.

"I'm going to work, Chloe. I can't," I said.

"I did something bad. I took something from Dad's safe. A book. A black ledger. I lost it at that club in Belltown. Elena, he's going to kill me. He noticed it’s gone."

I closed my eyes. Chloe was my only friend, but she was a weight that always threatened to pull me under. Her father was Silas Thorne. He was the man who owned the skyline I spent my days drawing.

"Where are you?" I asked.

"At the penthouse. He’s here. He’s asking everyone questions. Please. He likes you. He thinks you're the only sane person I know."

I didn't have a choice. If Silas Thorne was angry, he would fire me from his firm. If I lost my job, Julian Vane would win. I took a taxi to the Thorne Global building.

The penthouse was on the top floor. It was made almost entirely of glass. I could see the whole city, but it felt like being in a box. Silas Thorne was standing by the floor-to-ceiling windows. He was forty-five, but he looked like he was made of stone. His hair was black with grey at the temples. He didn't turn around when the elevator opened.

Chloe was sitting on a white leather sofa. Her blonde hair was a mess. She was shaking.

"Elena," she whispered. She looked at me with wide eyes.

Silas turned. He didn't look at his daughter. He looked at me. His eyes were a dark, flat brown. He walked toward me. He didn't stop until he was a foot away. I could smell his expensive soap.

"My daughter says you were with her last night," Silas said. He spoke slowly. "She says you were the one who suggested she take the ledger for a joke."

I looked at Chloe. She looked away. She had blamed me to save herself.

"Is that true, Elena?" Silas asked. He reached out and grabbed my wrist. His grip was tight. He saw the ink on my fingers. He looked at the scar on his own wrist, then back at me.

"No," I said. I didn't blink. "I wasn't with her. I was at the hospital with my mother."

Silas let go of my wrist. He looked surprised for a second, then his face went blank again. He turned to Chloe.

"Leave us," Silas said. His voice was a command.

Chloe scrambled off the sofa and ran toward her bedroom. She didn't look back at me.

Silas walked to a desk and picked up a file. He threw it on the table. It was my mother’s medical records. He had investigated me before I even arrived.

"You're in debt," Silas said. "Julian Vane is a dangerous man to owe. He doesn't take excuses."

"I know that," I said.

"The ledger Chloe lost contains information that could end my career. It could stop the merger. I need it back, and I need the person who has it to stay quiet."

He leaned against the desk. He watched me with an intensity that made it hard to breathe.

"I have a proposal," Silas said. "I will pay your mother’s debts. I will buy Julian Vane’s contract. I will make sure you never have to worry about money again."

I waited. I knew there was a price. Men like Silas Thorne didn't give gifts.

"What do you want?" I asked.

"I need to change the narrative. My board of directors thinks I'm unstable. They think I'm a widower who has lost his edge. I need a wife. Someone quiet. Someone who understands the value of a secret."

He walked back toward the window.

"We get married tomorrow morning. You move in here. You help me find that ledger and you keep your mouth shut about everything you see in this house. In two years, we divorce, and you walk away with ten million dollars."

I looked at the rain hitting the glass. I thought about my mother in her small room. I thought about Julian Vane’s car.

"Why me?" I asked.

Silas looked at me. He looked at my ink-stained fingers again. "Because you're like me, Elena. You're a survivor. And you're the only person Chloe trusts enough to betray."

I stood in the center of his glass world. I felt the weight of the choice. I wasn't a victim. I was making a deal.

"Deal," I said.

Silas didn't smile. He just nodded. "The paperwork will be ready at eight. Don't be late."

1. The Ledger of Sins
Julian Vane put his hand on the drafting table, right over the blueprint I had been working on for six hours. His fingernails were clean. He didn't look like a man who spent his nights breaking bones, but the weight of his palm on my work was a reminder of what I owed. The ink was still damp on the vellum. I watched a black smudge form under his thumb.

You’re late, Elena, Julian said. He spoke softly. It was a habit of his that made people lean in, forced them to get closer to the threat.

The payment for the facility went up, I said. I didn't look up at him. I kept my eyes on the ruined line of the load-bearing wall. My mother needs a new room. The old one had a leak in the ceiling.

Julian moved his hand. He reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind my ear. His fingers were cold. I didn't flinch. Flinching gave men like him a sense of victory I couldn't afford to grant.

Forty thousand dollars is a lot of leaks, Julian said. He sat on the edge of the table. The wood creaked under his weight. You’re a talented girl. This city is full of buildings that need someone with your eyes. But the interest doesn't care about your talent. It only cares about the date.

I’ll have it by Friday, I told him.

He checked his watch. It was silver and heavy. Friday is forty-eight hours away. You don’t have forty thousand dollars. You don’t even have forty dollars in your bank account right now. I checked.

The door to my studio flew open. It hit the wall with a crack that sounded like a gunshot. Chloe Thorne stood in the doorway. Her bleached blonde hair was matted at the back, and her eyeliner was smeared down her cheeks. She was wearing a silk dress that cost more than my entire year of rent, but it was torn at the shoulder. She didn't see Julian at first.

Elena, you have to help me, Chloe gasped. She was shaking. Her hands were tucked into her armpits. I did it. I really did it this time.

Chloe, I said, standing up. I moved to block her view of Julian, but he was already standing. He looked at her with a blank expression that I knew was him calculating her net worth.

Is this the friend? Julian asked. The heiress?

Chloe froze. She looked at Julian, then back at me. Her eyes were bloodshot. She had been using again. She didn't answer him. She ran to me and grabbed my forearms. Her grip was tight enough to leave marks.

He’s going to kill me, Elena. My father. I took it. I took the black book from his safe, she whispered. Her voice was thin. I thought I could win enough to pay back the guys at the club. I thought I could get ahead of it.

What book, Chloe? I asked. I felt a sink in my stomach.

The ledger, she said. The one he keeps in the floor safe. The one with the signatures and the offshore accounts. I lost it. I lost it at the game in the basement of The Mint.

Julian whistled. It was a low, long sound. Silas Thorne’s ledger? You lost that to the guys at The Mint?

Chloe finally looked at him. Who are you?

I’m the man your friend owes money to, Julian said. But it sounds like your problems just got much bigger than hers.

I pushed Chloe toward the small sofa in the corner. Stay here, I told her. I turned back to Julian. Get out.

Julian laughed. He didn't move. You realize what’s in that book, right? If that hits the street, Thorne Global is dead. The city would stop building. Half the council would be in orange jumpsuits. And Silas Thorne? He doesn't let things like that happen.

Get out, Julian, I repeated.

He shrugged and walked toward the door. He stopped next to Chloe, who was staring at the floor. I’ll be back on Friday, Elena. If you don’t have the money, maybe I’ll take that book as trade. If you can find it before Silas Thorne finds you.

He left, closing the door softly. The silence that followed was heavy. Chloe started to cry. It wasn't a quiet cry; it was a jagged, ugly sound. She pulled a crumpled cigarette from her pocket but couldn't get her lighter to work.

He’s going to know, Elena, she sobbed. He has cameras everywhere. He probably knows right now.

I walked over to her and took the lighter. I lit the cigarette for her. My hands were steady, but my mind was moving through the logistics. Silas Thorne was not a man who shouted. He was a man who erased. If he found out Chloe had compromised the empire, he wouldn't just be angry. He would be surgical.

How much did you lose? I asked.

Two hundred thousand, she said. I had the book. I told them what it was. I told them it was worth millions. They took it as collateral for the final hand. I thought I had the straight. I didn't.

You used your father’s life’s work as a poker chip, I said. I sat down next to her. Chloe, that isn't just a mistake. That’s a death warrant.

Help me, she pleaded. You’re the only one he likes. He thinks you’re smart. He thinks you’re the only one who isn't trying to steal from him.

That was a lie. I was always trying to find a way to get more from the Thornes. Every architectural freelance gig I took for their firm was billed at the maximum. I was a mercenary in a department store suit. But Silas didn't know that. Or if he did, he respected the hustle.

A car pulled up outside. I lived on a quiet street in a part of the city where the streetlights hummed. You could hear a car from a block away. This one didn't sound like a taxi. It sounded like a heavy, well-maintained machine.

Chloe scrambled to the window. She pulled the blind back just an inch.

It’s him, she whispered. Her face went pale. It’s his car.

I stood up and smoothed my skirt. My fingers were still stained with ink. I didn't have time to wash them. I walked to the door and opened it before the person on the other side could knock.

Silas Thorne stood in the hallway. He was forty-five years old, and he looked like he was carved from something harder than bone. His suit was charcoal grey, perfectly fitted to his frame. The grey at his temples was the only sign that he was human. He didn't look at the hallway. He looked directly at me.

Elena, he said. His voice was a deep baritone that carried no emotion.

Mr. Thorne, I said.

He stepped into the room without being invited. He didn't look at the blueprints on the table. He didn't look at the cheap furniture. His eyes went to Chloe, who was cowering on the sofa.

Outside, Chloe, Silas said.

Dad, I can explain— she started.

Outside, he repeated. He didn't raise his voice. He didn't have to.

Chloe looked at me, her eyes begging for help, but she stood up. She walked past him, keeping as much distance as the narrow hallway allowed. She disappeared into the night. Silas waited until the sound of her car door closing reached us. Then he turned to me.

He reached out and closed my apartment door. He didn't lock it, but the click of the latch sounded final. He walked to my drafting table and looked at the blueprint Julian had smudged.

You have a good eye for structural integrity, Elena, he said. He traced the line of the wall with his finger. His wrist moved, and I saw the thin, white scar on the inside of it. It was a jagged mark, old and faded. But it’s a shame you can’t choose better company.

I assume you’re talking about Julian, I said.

I’m talking about my daughter, Silas said. He looked at me then. His eyes were the color of the sea before a storm. I know she took it. I know she brought it here. And I know she doesn't have it anymore.

I don’t have it either, I told him.

I know that too. If you had it, you would have already tried to sell it back to me. You’re many things, Elena, but you aren't stupid.

He moved closer. He was a head taller than me. He smelled like cedar and expensive paper. He didn't move like a man his age. He moved like someone who was always ready to strike.

I have a problem, Silas said. The merger with the Blackwood Group is in six weeks. That ledger contains things that cannot be public. Not now. Not ever.

What do you want from me? I asked.

I want you to get it back, he said. You know the people she runs with. You know the clubs. You can get into places my security team cannot.

And why would I do that? I asked. I have my own debts to worry about.

Silas reached into his pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper. He set it on the table. It was a printout of my mother’s medical records and the outstanding balance at the care facility.

Julian Vane is a minor nuisance, Silas said. I can make him go away with a phone call. I can also ensure your mother receives the best care in the country for the rest of her life.

I looked at the paper, then back at him. And the catch?

Silas stepped into my personal space. He put his hand on the table behind me, effectively pinning me between him and my work.

I need more than the ledger, Elena. I need a distraction. The board is nervous. They think I’m too detached. They want to see a man with a stake in the future. They want a family man.

You have a daughter, I pointed out.

My daughter is a liability, he said. I need a wife.

I didn't breathe. The room felt smaller. You’re joking.

I never joke about my business, Silas said. It would be a legal arrangement. One year. You get the ledger back, you play the part of the devoted bride, and your mother never has to worry about a leak in her ceiling again.

I looked at his hand on the table. The scar on his wrist was inches from my fingers. I thought about the forty thousand dollars. I thought about Julian Vane’s cold fingers on my neck.

You want a flash marriage to your daughter’s best friend to save a merger? I asked.

I want a partner who understands the value of a contract, Silas corrected. Do we have a deal?

I looked up at him. His face was a mask of stone. There was no love in this offer. There was no romance. It was a transaction.

I need it in writing, I said.

Silas smiled. It was a thin, dangerous movement of his lips. The papers are in the car.

He turned and walked to the door. He didn't look back to see if I was following. He knew I was. He had measured my desperation before he even stepped into the room. I picked up my coat and followed him out into the rain. I was selling my life to the man who had raised the person I called my best friend. And as the car door closed, I realized I didn't even know if I was doing it to save Chloe, or to save myself.
2. The Debt Collector’s Shadow
The car door clicked shut. The sound was heavy. It cut off the noise of the rain hitting the pavement outside.

Inside, the air was still. It smelled of leather and a cleaning product that left no scent behind. Silas sat in the back seat next to me. He did not look at me. He looked at the partition between us and the driver.

He reached into a leather folder on his lap. He pulled out a stack of papers and a heavy fountain pen. He laid them on the middle seat between us.

"Read the highlighted sections," Silas said. His voice was low. It didn't have any emotion in it.

I picked up the papers. My fingers were damp from the rain. I tried not to get the edges wet. The first page was a debt purchase agreement. It stated that Thorne Global would acquire the forty-thousand-dollar debt held by Julian Vane. It also stated that the debt would be forgiven upon the successful recovery of the ledger.

"The second page," I said. My voice sounded thin in the quiet car.

"The marriage contract," Silas said. "It is a civil union for the duration of twelve months. You will receive a monthly allowance. You will live at my residence. You will attend all functions as my wife."

I looked at the words. There were clauses about conduct. There were clauses about Chloe. I was not allowed to tell her the true nature of the arrangement. To her, this had to look like a sudden, impulsive decision.

"She'll hate me," I said. I looked at the side of his face. He had a sharp jawline. He didn't look at me.

"She already hates you for being the person she relies on," Silas said. "This gives her a reason that makes sense to her."

I looked at the pen. It was silver. I thought about Julian Vane. I thought about the way he had looked at my mother’s care facility through his car window last week. He had asked me if I thought the building was fireproof.

I gripped the pen. I signed the debt agreement first. Then I turned to the marriage contract. I signed that too. My signature looked messy. My hand was not steady.

Silas took the papers back. He checked each signature. He tucked them into the folder and tapped the glass of the partition.

The car began to move. We pulled away from my studio. I saw my reflection in the dark window. I looked tired.

"Where are we going?" I asked.

"The courthouse is closed, but a clerk is waiting for us at the side entrance," Silas said. "We are doing this tonight. I want the announcement on the wire by six a.m."

A pair of headlights appeared behind us. They stayed at a constant distance. I watched them for three blocks. Every time our driver turned, the headlights turned.

"Someone is following us," I said. I felt a knot form in my stomach.

Silas didn't turn around. He looked at the rearview mirror. "It is Julian Vane’s associates. They are making sure you don’t run before the wire transfer hits."

"You haven't paid him yet?" I asked.

"The transfer is scheduled for the moment the marriage license is filed," Silas said. "I do not pay for services until the first step is completed."

We stopped at a red light. The car behind us pulled up close. It was a grey sedan with a dented front fender. I saw a man in the passenger seat. He was holding a phone up. He was taking a picture of the back of our car.

I looked at Silas. He was looking at his watch. He didn't seem to care that we were being watched by a man who broke people's bones for a living.

"He’s dangerous, Silas," I said.

"He is a man who likes money," Silas said. "Men who like money are predictable. They are not dangerous to people who have more of it than they do."

The light turned green. Our driver accelerated. He didn't speed, but he drove with a precision that kept the grey sedan from pulling alongside us.

We arrived at the municipal building ten minutes later. It was a grey stone structure. The windows were dark. The rain made the stone look black.

Our driver stopped at a heavy metal door. A man in a suit stood there holding a large umbrella. Silas opened his door and stepped out. He didn't wait for me.

I opened my door and ran through the rain to get under the umbrella. The man in the suit nodded at me. He didn't smile.

"Mr. Thorne," the man said. "Everything is ready."

We walked into a hallway. It was cold. The air smelled of floor wax. Our footsteps made a clicking sound on the tile.

We entered a small office. A woman sat behind a desk. She had a stack of forms in front of her. She looked like she wanted to be home.

"Signatures here and here," she said. She didn't look at our faces. She looked at our IDs.

Silas signed. I signed.

"I need a witness," the woman said.

The man who had held the umbrella stepped forward. He signed the paper.

"Congratulations," the woman said. She stamped the paper. The sound was loud in the small room. She handed a copy to Silas.

He took it and handed it to the man in the suit. "Scan this. Send it to Vane’s account manager. Tell him the debt is settled and any further contact with my wife will be treated as a breach of corporate security."

My wife. The words felt heavy. I looked at the gold band Silas had pulled from his pocket. He didn't ask. He took my left hand. His skin was warm. He slid the ring onto my finger. It was too big. It felt loose.

"I'll have it resized tomorrow," he said.
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