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Prologue
The scent of cheap gin and unwashed skin filled the small kitchen. My father, Arthur, sat at the table with his head in his hands. He did not look at me. He looked at the three men standing in our doorway. They wore grey suits that did not fit well. They did not speak. They did not have to. The Debt-Chain documents in their hands said enough.

I looked at the empty chair where my twin sister, Elara, should have been sitting. Instead of her face, there was a folded piece of stationery. I had already read it twice. She was gone. She had taken her passport and the remaining cash from the emergency jar. She told me she could not marry a man who lived in a tomb. She told me she would not spend her life cleaning a ruined architect’s house.

One of the men stepped forward. He placed a black pen on the table. He pointed to the signature line at the bottom of a thick contract. The paper had the Thorne-Apex logo at the top. It was a stylized mountain peak that looked sharp enough to draw blood.

"Where is she?" the man asked. His voice was flat. He had a scar that ran from his ear to the corner of his mouth.

My father looked up. His eyes were yellowed. I knew his liver was failing. I had watched the progression of the jaundice for months. He reached for the gin bottle, but his hand shook too hard. He knocked it over. The clear liquid spread across the wood, soaking into the paper.

"She is coming," my father lied. "She is just getting her things."

I looked at the man with the scar. I knew he knew. People like him made a living out of spotting the exact moment a person’s pride broke. I stepped toward the table. I picked up the pen. It was heavy and made of cold metal.

"She isn’t coming," I said. My voice was steady. It was the same voice I had used in the anatomy lab when the other students turned away from the cadavers. "But the contract doesn't specify which daughter. It says 'a daughter of the Vance bloodline.'"

The man looked at me. He looked at my hair, which was the same shade of dark brown as Elara’s. He looked at my eyes. We were identical in every way that mattered to a legal document. He checked the fine print on the second page. He checked the Thorne-Apex Bylaws. I saw his eyes move across the text.

"The marriage must be finalized by midnight," the man said. "To secure the voting rights. Julian Thorne requires a wife. Not a specific woman. A legal entity."

"I am that entity," I said.

My father made a small, choking sound. I ignored him. He had gambled away my medical school tuition three years ago. He had gambled away our house. Now he was gambling with the only thing we had left. I was simply the one placing the final bet.

I signed my name. I did not sign 'Seraphina.' I signed 'Elara.' The ink was black. It looked like a permanent stain on the page. I felt nothing. My mother had died in a crowded hospital hallway because we couldn't pay for a private room. I had learned a long time ago that emotions did not pay bills.

Two hours later, I was in the back of a black car. We drove away from the city. The streetlights became fewer and farther apart. We turned onto a gravel road that led into a forest of pine trees. The branches hit the windows of the car. The sound was like fingernails on glass.

We stopped in front of the Blackwood Estate. It was a three-story house made of dark stone and rotting wood. The roof was missing shingles. The windows were dirty. This was the home of Julian Thorne, the man the news called the 'Architect of Ruin.' They said he had lost his fortune in a lawsuit. They said he was a hermit who lived in filth.

I got out of the car. The air was cold. I felt it through the thin fabric of my coat. One of the men handed me a small suitcase. It contained Elara’s wedding dress. It was a lace garment she had bought with stolen money.

"Go inside," the man said. "The priest is waiting."

I walked up the stone steps. The front door was open. The interior of the house was dark. There was no light in the foyer except for a single candle on a small table. A man stood in the shadows. He was tall. He wore a black suit that looked expensive, which didn't match the peeling wallpaper behind him.

He moved into the candlelight. I saw his face first. It was symmetrical and hard. Then he turned his head. The right side of his neck was a mass of thick, red scar tissue. The skin was puckered and uneven. It disappeared beneath his collar.

"You aren't her," he said. His voice was low. It sounded like boots on gravel.

I did not flinch. I had seen worse in the trauma ward. "I am your wife. That is all that matters for your board meeting."

Julian Thorne stepped closer. He smelled of nothing. No soap, no cologne. Just the cold air from outside. He looked at me with eyes that were a pale, translucent blue. They were the eyes of a man who saw people as numbers on a ledger.

"You are a liar," he said. He reached out and grabbed my chin. His fingers were calloused. He forced me to look at the scarring on his neck. "Do you know how I got these?"

"I don't care," I said. "I need the debt cleared. You need the voting rights. Let’s get married."

He stared at me for a long time. I did not blink. I saw a flash of something in his eyes. It wasn't kindness. It was interest. It was the way a scientist looked at a new specimen. He let go of my face and stepped back.

"The priest is in the library," he said. "Don't get any blood on the carpet. It’s the only thing in this house that isn't already ruined."

I followed him. I knew I was walking into a trap. I knew this man was not as poor as the world thought he was. I had seen the way his shoes were shined. I had seen the way his hands did not shake. Julian Thorne was a predator hiding in a graveyard. And I had just volunteered to be his next meal.

1. The Price of a Sister
"She is gone, Seraphina."

My father sat on the edge of the worn sofa. His hands shook. The legal documents he held made a dry, scratching sound against his trousers. He did not look at me. He looked at the empty bottle of gin on the coffee table.

"What do you mean, gone?" I asked. I stayed by the door. I did not take off my coat. The heating in our apartment had been cut off three days ago. The air inside was the same temperature as the air on the street.

"Elara took the passport. She took the last of the cash from the emergency jar. She left a note saying she would not be a sacrifice for my mistakes."

My father finally looked up. His eyes were red. He looked older than fifty-five. He looked like a man who had spent the last decade losing everything piece by piece. First the house. Then my mother. Then my future when I had to drop out of medical school to pay his gambling debts to the Debt-Chain.

"The creditors are coming tomorrow, Serra," he said. His voice was thin. "They are not coming for the furniture this time. They are coming for me. Or they are coming for her."

I walked over and took the papers from his hands. I read the name at the top. Thorne-Apex. Below it was a marriage contract. It was not a standard document. It was a transfer of liability.

"Julian Thorne," I read aloud. "The architect?"

"The disgraced architect," my father corrected. "He was removed from the board. He lost his licenses. He lives in that falling-down estate on the edge of the city. He is bankrupt, Serra. He is as ruined as we are."

I turned the page. "Then why does he want Elara?"

"He doesn't. His uncle does. Elias Thorne. Elias holds my largest debt. He told me he would wipe the ledger clean if a Vance daughter married Julian. It is a legal requirement for Julian to stay in his position on some board, or keep his shares, I don't know the specifics. He needs a wife to look stable. Elias wants to control him by choosing that wife."

I looked at the signature line. It was blank.

"If Elara is gone, Elias will put you in a cage," I said. I thought of the men who worked for the Debt-Chain. I had seen them stand outside the hospital when my mother was dying. They did not care about tragedy. They only cared about the interest rates.

"They will put me in prison," my father whispered. "And they will take you to work off the interest in one of their labor blocks. You know how the Chain works."

I knew. I had spent two years working double shifts at the pharmacy just to keep the lights on. I had seen the people who disappeared into the Debt-Chain system. They never came back.

"The contract specifies the name Elara Vance," I said. I looked at the mirror in the hallway.

My face was the same as hers. We had the same dark hair. The same sharp jawline. The only difference was in the eyes. Elara’s eyes were always wide, moving fast, looking for an exit. My eyes were still. I had learned how to be still when the doctors told me we didn’t have enough money for my mother's surgery.

"You are twins," my father said. He stood up. He walked toward me. He smelled of old sweat and cheap alcohol. "No one has seen Elara in years. She stayed hidden. She stayed out of the public eye because she was afraid of the debt collectors. You could do it."

"You want me to commit fraud," I said.

"I want us to live," he replied. "Julian Thorne is a hermit. He stays in the Blackwood Estate. He doesn't go to parties. He doesn't see the press. You marry him, you stay in that house for a year, and the debt is gone. We get our lives back. I can get a job. I can fix this."

He would not fix it. I knew that. He would find another game. He would find another debt. But if I didn't do this, he would be dead by the weekend, and I would be in a work camp.

"What happens when Julian Thorne realizes I am not her?" I asked.

"He won't. He is a broken man, Serra. They say he was burned in that fire. They say he doesn't even look people in the eye. He just needs a body in the house to satisfy the bylaws."

I looked at the contract again. The paper felt heavy.

"If I do this," I said, "you sign over the deed to the family land in the valley. The small plot that is left. You sign it to me. Not Elara. Me."

My father hesitated. That land was the only thing he hadn't gambled yet. It was where my mother wanted to be buried.

"Fine," he said. "If you save me, it's yours."

I went to my room. It was a small space with a single bed and a desk covered in old medical textbooks I couldn't bring myself to sell. I packed a small bag. I didn't have much. Two sweaters. A pair of sturdy boots. My mother’s locket.

I dressed in the silk blouse Elara had left behind. It was a pale cream color. It was expensive. It felt cold against my skin. I applied the red lipstick she liked. I let my hair down so it framed my face the way she styled hers.

When I walked back into the living room, my father gasped. He stepped back.

"Elara?" he whispered.

"No," I said. "It's Seraphina. Don't forget that, or we both end up in the ground."

A black car arrived an hour later. It was not a luxury car. It was a plain sedan with tinted windows. A man in a grey suit stood by the door. He didn't say hello. He didn't ask for identification.

"The ceremony is at the courthouse," the man said. "The witness is already there."

"Where is Mr. Thorne?" I asked. I stood on the sidewalk. The wind pulled at my hair.

"He is waiting in the car," the man said. He pointed to the back seat.

I walked to the car. My heart stayed at its normal rhythm. I had spent too many years in emergency rooms to be easily startled. I opened the door and slid inside.

It was dark. The interior smelled of antiseptic and old paper. A man sat in the far corner, hidden in the shadows. He wore a high-collared coat. His face was turned away from me, looking out the window at the rain that had just started to fall.

He did not speak. He did not turn around.

"I am Elara Vance," I said. My voice was steady.

The man moved his head slightly. I saw the edge of a scar. It started at his jaw and disappeared into his collar. It was thick and jagged.

"Sign the papers on the seat," he said. His voice was deep. It lacked any emotion. It sounded like a man reading a grocery list.

I looked down. A leather folder lay between us. I picked up the pen. I signed her name. Elara Vance. The loops of the 'E' were perfect. I had practiced them for twenty minutes before leaving the apartment.

I pushed the folder back toward him.

"It is done," I said.

"No," Julian Thorne said. He finally turned his head. His eyes were a very light grey. They were the color of ice on a lake. He looked at me for a long time. I did not blink. I did not look away from the scars on the right side of his face.

"It is only starting," he said.

He reached out and picked up the folder. His hand was large. His skin was pale. He didn't look like a man who was bankrupt. He looked like a man who was waiting for a trap to spring.

"We will go to the Blackwood Estate now," he said to the driver. He did not look at me again. He returned his gaze to the window.

As the car pulled away from the curb, I saw my father standing in the doorway of our building. He looked small. He looked relieved.

I turned my back on him. I looked at the man sitting next to me. This was the trade. My life for my father's debt. My identity for a ruined man's name.

I didn't know then that Julian Thorne was not a ruin. I didn't know that the man sitting in the shadows was the most powerful person in the city. I only knew that his hands didn't shake when he held the contract.

And mine didn't shake either.
2. The Ruins of Blackwood
The tires hit a deep pothole as the car turned off the main road. The jolt sent Julian Thorne sideways. He didn't reach out to grab the handle. He tightened his stomach muscles and took the impact. I saw his jaw lock. The muscles in his neck stood out.

We drove down a long path lined with trees that had lost most of their leaves. They were grey and twisted. At the end of the path sat the house. It was a three-story Victorian structure. The paint was peeling in long, thin strips. Several windows on the top floor were boarded up with plywood.

"Get out," Julian said.

The driver had already stopped the car. He didn't come around to open my door this time. I pushed it open myself. The air was heavy and smelled of wet earth and rotting wood. I stepped onto the gravel. My heels sank into the soft ground.

Julian got out on the other side. He moved with a stiff, unnatural rhythm. He kept his right arm close to his body. I watched the way he walked toward the front steps. He favored his left leg. As a medical student, I had seen that gait before. It was the movement of someone managing chronic nerve pain.

"Is this it?" I asked. I pitched my voice higher. I tried to make it sound thin and annoyed, the way Elara sounded when she didn't get what she wanted. "This is where you live?"

Julian stopped at the bottom of the steps. He turned to look at me. The light from the car's headlights hit the right side of his face. The scar tissue was thick. It ran from his jawline and disappeared under the collar of his coat.

"It is what I can afford," he said. "You knew my situation when your father made the deal."

"I knew you were bankrupt," I said, walking toward him. I tried to look disgusted by the house. "I didn't know you were living in a ruin."

"The roof doesn't leak in the main rooms," he said.

He turned away and started up the steps. He reached the door and pulled a heavy brass key from his pocket. His hand shook. It wasn't a visible tremor, but I saw the way the key scratched against the lock plate three times before he found the keyhole.

I reached out. I didn't think about it. My hand went toward his. "Let me."

He pulled his hand back as if I had tried to burn him. He glared at me. His eyes were light grey and completely still.

"Don't touch me," he said.

"I was just going to help with the door."

"I don't want your help. I don't want your pity. Go inside."

He pushed the door open. It creaked on its hinges. I walked past him into the foyer.

The interior was worse than the outside. A single lightbulb hung from a wire in the center of the ceiling. The wallpaper was dark green and stained with water marks. A thick layer of dust covered the floorboards. There was no furniture in the entryway, only an old wooden crate near the stairs.

"Your room is the second door on the right at the top of the stairs," Julian said. He stayed by the door, closing it and sliding a heavy bolt into place. "The sheets are clean. There is a bathroom at the end of the hall. The water takes ten minutes to get warm."

"And where will you be?" I asked.

"In my office. Do not go into the basement. Do not go into the kitchen after ten o'clock."

I looked at the stairs. The wood was dark oak, worn down in the center of each step. "Why not the kitchen?"

"Because I don't want to see you," he said.

He walked past me. He didn't look at me. He headed toward a hallway at the back of the house. He walked with a heavy limp now that he thought I wasn't watching him closely.

I didn't go upstairs. I waited until I heard a door close in the distance. Then I walked deeper into the house.

I found a room that must have been the living room. It had a fireplace with a marble mantel that was cracked in two places. There was one chair in the room. It was a simple folding chair made of metal. Next to it was a small table with a laptop and a
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