
    
      Flash marriage to the secret chairman

      A Marriage of Convenience Romance

      by Anthony James

    

  Copyright
ISBN: 978-1-997354-43-7

Copyright © 2026 by Anthony James.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Published by Anthony James.

Prologue
I counted the zeros on the legal notice again. There were seven of them. The number was twenty million dollars. This was the price of my father’s life and the cost of my sister’s future.

Clara sat across the desk from me in the small office. She adjusted her silk scarf. She did not look like a woman whose husband had died two weeks ago. She looked like a woman who was tired of waiting for a taxi.

"The bank is not going to wait, Elena," Clara said. She checked her watch. "The debt is attached to the estate. Since you insisted on taking your father’s house and his personal effects, you took the liability too. I have already signed my waiver. I am not responsible for his failures."

I looked at the lawyer sitting behind the desk. He was an older man with gray hair and a tired expression. He avoided my gaze. He shuffled a stack of papers.

"Is she right?" I asked. My voice was steady, but my hands were folded tight in my lap to stop them from shaking.

"Technically, yes," the lawyer replied. "The creditors are aggressive. They have already started the process to seize the properties. Because you are the guardian of your sister, Maya, the state will look at your financial stability. If you are homeless and twenty million dollars in debt, they will remove her from your care."

I felt a physical weight in my chest. It was hard to pull air into my lungs. Maya was fourteen. She was the only person I had left.

"You can't do that," I said.

Clara stood up. She picked up her designer bag. "I can and I will. I have already contacted the social services department. They will be at your door in thirty days unless you show them you have the funds to provide a stable life. I will not have a teenager dragging down my reputation while I try to rebuild my life."

She walked out of the room. The door clicked shut behind her. The sound was final.

I left the office an hour later. The city was dark. It was raining. The water was cold and soaked through my thin sweater. I walked for blocks without a destination. My mind went through every option. I had no savings. I had a degree I hadn't used because I was busy taking care of my father while he was sick. I had nothing.

I ended up at a diner on the corner of 4th and Main. It was a place with yellow lights and cracked vinyl booths. I sat at the far end of the counter. I ordered a cup of black coffee that I couldn't afford.

There was only one other person in the diner. He sat three stools away from me. He wore a plain gray jacket and a pair of glasses with thick frames. He was reading a newspaper. He looked like the kind of man who worked in a warehouse or a back office. He was unremarkable.

I stared at my reflection in the dark coffee. I looked exhausted. My eyes were red from the wind and the rain.

"You look like you are deciding between a bridge and a bottle," the man said.

He didn't turn his head. He was still looking at the newspaper. His voice was deep and lacked any specific emotion.

"I'm just thinking," I said.

"Thinking is expensive," he replied. He folded his newspaper and laid it on the counter. He turned to look at me.

His eyes were a very clear blue. They were the only thing about him that didn't seem ordinary. They were sharp. He studied me for a long time.

"I have a proposition for you," he said.

I gripped my coffee mug. "I'm not that kind of girl."

He didn't smile. "I don't want a girl. I want a wife. For one year. I need to fulfill a clause in a will to receive an inheritance from my grandfather. It is a large sum of money, but I cannot access it as a single man. I have the assets, but I lack the legal status."

I looked at his cheap jacket. I looked at his glasses. He didn't look like he was about to inherit anything.

"Why me?" I asked.

"Because you are sitting here alone at midnight," he said. "You are wearing a sweater that is too big for you, and you have been crying. You need money. I need a signature on a marriage license. It is a business transaction."

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a pen. He grabbed a napkin from the dispenser.

"I will pay off your twenty million dollar debt," he said. "I will provide a home for you and your sister. In return, you will live in my apartment and attend the necessary functions to prove we are married. At the end of twelve months, we file for a quiet divorce. You keep a five-million-dollar settlement for your time."

I stared at the napkin. He wrote the numbers on it. Twenty million. Five million.

"How do you know how much I owe?" I asked.

"I am a good judge of a person's problems," he said. He pushed the napkin toward me. "My name is Silas Vane. I work at the shipping docks. I am a simple man with a complicated legal problem. What is your name?"

"Elena," I whispered.

"Elena," he repeated. He stood up. He was taller than I expected. He stood over six feet. He waited for me to speak.

I thought about Maya. I thought about the social worker coming to our door in thirty days. I thought about the cold lawyer's office.

I stood up. I didn't have a choice. This man was a stranger, but he was a stranger with a pen and a promise.

"I'll do it," I said.

He nodded once. He didn't look surprised. He didn't look happy. He just looked like he had finished a task.

"There is a 24-hour chapel three blocks from here," Silas said. "We will sign the papers tonight. I don't like to waste time."

I followed him out into the rain. I didn't know that Silas Vane was a lie. I didn't know that the man in the cheap jacket owned the buildings we were walking past. I didn't know that I was marrying a ghost.

I only knew that for the first time in weeks, I could breathe. Even if the air felt like it was filled with secrets.

1. The Price of Blood and Debt
The hospital bill sat on the plastic chair next to me. It was printed on heavy paper that felt too expensive for the news it delivered. The total at the bottom had too many zeros. I looked at the numbers until they blurred into a single, jagged line.

Clara leaned against the doorframe of Maya’s room. She was wearing a coat that probably cost more than the medication keeping my sister alive. She didn't look at Maya. She looked at her fingernails.

"The creditors called again, Elena," Clara said. She didn't raise her voice. She didn't have to. The silence in the hallway did the work for her. "They aren't interested in your payment plans anymore. Your father left a hole in the accounts that your little job at the library isn't going to fill."

I stood up. My legs felt stiff. "It’s your debt, Clara. You’re the one who signed those predatory loans after he died."

Clara finally looked at me. Her eyes were dry and hard. "I signed them to keep this roof over your head. But now the bank is calling it all in. Twenty million dollars. That’s the price of your father’s name. If it isn't paid in thirty days, they go after the estate. And since the estate is currently paying for Maya’s specialized care, she’ll be moved to a state facility by the first of the month."

I looked through the glass at Maya. She was ten years old and looked five. She was sleeping, her chest rising and falling in a rhythm dictated by a machine. The state facilities didn't have those machines. Not the good ones.

"Twenty million," I repeated. The words felt like sand in my mouth.

"Thirty days," Clara said. She turned and walked away, her heels clicking on the linoleum floor. She didn't look back. She never did.

I left the hospital an hour later. The night air was cold, but I didn't have a scarf. I walked until my feet ached, ending up at a diner three blocks from the shipping yards. It was the kind of place where the coffee tasted like burnt beans and the booths were held together by duct tape.

I sat at the far end of the counter. I pulled a notebook from my bag and started writing names. People who owed my father. People who claimed to be his friends. I crossed them out one by one. Most were bankrupt. The rest were the reason he was dead.

"That’s a long list of people who can't help you."

The voice came from two stools down. I hadn't noticed the man sitting there. He was wearing a brown suit that was a size too large and a pair of thick, black-rimmed glasses. He looked like a man who spent his life filing papers in a basement.

I didn't look at him. "I didn't realize I was working in public."

"In a place like this, everyone is working on something," he said. He slid his coffee cup along the counter. "My name is Silas. Silas Vane."

I finally turned my head. He had a plain face. His hair was neat but unremarkable. He looked entirely harmless. He looked like the kind of person you’d forget five minutes after meeting him.

"Elena," I said. I started to close my notebook.

"You need money, Elena. A lot of it. And you need it fast."

I gripped the edge of the notebook. "Is that your opening line? You look for desperate women in diners and offer them what? A lottery ticket?"

Silas didn't smile. He didn't even blink. He reached into his jacket and pulled out a small, folded piece of paper. He laid it on the counter between us.

"I work at the shipping yard. I’m a clerk. I handle manifests and logistics. It’s a quiet life, but I have a problem."

I looked at the paper. It was a bank statement. Not a huge one, but enough to see a steady, modest income.

"My grandfather passed away six months ago," Silas continued. "He left me a house and a decent inheritance. But there was a condition. A common one for men of his generation. I have to be married within a year of his death to claim the principal. If I don't, the money goes to a cousin I’ve never liked."

I looked from the paper back to his face. "You want a wife."

"I want a legal partner," he corrected. "I don't have time for a relationship. I don't have the temperament for it. I need someone who is as motivated as I am to solve a financial problem."

"You don't even know me."

"I know you’ve been sitting here for two hours. I know you haven't touched your coffee. I know you’ve crossed out every name on that list twice. You’re at the end of your options."

I felt a chill that had nothing to do with the air conditioning. He was observant. Too observant for a clerk.

"How much?" I asked.

"The inheritance is significant enough. I can pay off your debt. All of it. Today."

I laughed, but it sounded hollow. "My debt isn't a few thousand dollars, Silas. It’s twenty million."

He didn't flinch. He didn't gasp. He just took a sip of his coffee.

"The house my grandfather left is in a part of the city that just got rezoned for commercial development," he said. "The land alone is worth twice that. If I get the deed, I sell the land. I pay your creditors. You stay married to me for one year. At the end of that year, we divorce. You keep a five-million-dollar buffer for your sister’s medical bills. I keep the rest and go back to my quiet life."

I stared at him. He was talking about twenty million dollars like it was a grocery list.

"Why me?" I asked. "You could find someone else. Someone who isn't... this."

"You’re cynical," Silas said. "You don't trust people. That means you won't try to make this more than it is. You won't fall in love with me. You won't try to change the terms. You want the money for a reason that isn't greed. I saw you at the hospital earlier."

My heart skipped. "You were following me?"

"I was visiting a friend. I saw you sitting outside the pediatric ICU. You looked like someone who would do anything to keep that door open."

He was right. I would. I would walk through fire. I would sign my soul away.

"I need to see proof," I said. "I need to know you actually have access to this land."

Silas stood up. He left a five-dollar bill on the counter. "The lawyer’s office is three blocks away. He’s working late. We can go now. If the papers don't satisfy you, you walk away. No harm done."

I looked at my notebook. I looked at the names I had crossed out. There was no one else. There was no magic check coming in the mail. There was only this man in a cheap suit with a voice that sounded like a verdict.

"One year," I said.

"One year," he repeated.

I stood up and followed him out of the diner. The city was quiet. The only sound was our footsteps on the pavement. He walked with a measured pace, never looking back to see if I was still there. He knew I was.

We reached a brick building with a brass plaque. The office was small and smelled of old dust and ink. An elderly man with a thin mustache was waiting for us. He didn't look surprised to see a woman in a thrift-store sweater following Silas Vane into his office at midnight.

"The contracts are ready, Mr. Vane," the lawyer said.

Silas gestured to the chair across from the desk. "Read them, Elena. Take your time."

I read every word. It was all there. The grandfather’s will. The property description. The clause about the marriage. The payment schedule that would liquidate the land and transfer twenty million dollars to a trust in my name within forty-eight hours of the marriage certificate being filed.

It was a lifeline. It was a cage.

I looked at Silas. He was standing by the window, looking out at the dark street. He looked so ordinary. Just a man trying to get what was his.

I picked up the pen. My hand was shaking, but I pressed the tip to the paper. I signed my name in a sharp, jagged script.

Silas turned around when he heard the pen drop. He didn't look happy. He didn't look relieved. He just nodded.

"The courthouse opens at eight in the morning," Silas said. "I’ll meet you on the steps."

"Don't be late," I said. "The bank doesn't wait."

"I’m never late, Elena."

I walked out of the office and into the night. I had just sold myself to a stranger. I told myself it was for Maya. I told myself it was just a business deal.

But as I walked back toward the hospital, I couldn't shake the feeling that I hadn't seen the real Silas Vane at all. I had seen a mask. And for twenty million dollars, I had just agreed to live behind it with him.
2. The Stranger in the Diner
The hospital hallway was too bright. I sat in the plastic chair next to Maya’s bed and watched the rhythmic rise and fall of her chest. The machines hummed. Every few minutes, a nurse walked past the open door, their rubber soles squeaking on the linoleum.

I looked at my hands. They were still stained with the ink from the lawyer’s office. I had signed a document that traded my life for twenty million dollars. It didn't feel real. It felt like a hallucination brought on by three nights of no sleep and the constant threat of Clara’s debt collectors.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. It was a text from an unknown number.

Eight o’clock. City Hall. Don't forget your ID.

I didn't reply. I leaned my head back against the wall. Silas Vane. I knew nothing about him except that he worked at a shipping yard and needed a wife to get his grandfather’s land. He seemed too calm for a man who was about to marry a stranger. He didn't ask questions about my father. He didn't ask why I needed the money so desperately. He just looked at me and saw a solution to a problem.

I closed my eyes for what felt like a second. When I opened them, the morning sun was hitting the glass of the window. It was 7:10 AM.

I stood up, my joints stiff. I kissed Maya on the forehead. She didn't wake up. The doctors said the sedation was necessary to keep her stable until the next round of treatments. Treatments I could now afford.

I walked to the bathroom and splashed cold water on my face. My reflection looked back at me with dark circles under the eyes and messy hair. I pulled a comb through it and put on the same oversized sweater I had worn yesterday. It was the only thing I had that felt comfortable.

I caught a bus to City Hall. The morning commute was starting, and the bus was crowded with people going to office jobs. I sat near the back and stared out the window. The city looked the same. The buildings were grey. The traffic was slow. Nothing had changed, yet everything was about to.

I arrived at the courthouse steps at 7:50 AM. Silas was already there.

He was wearing the same cheap suit from the night before, but he had a clean white shirt underneath it. His glasses were pushed up on the bridge of his nose. He held a small cardboard carrier with two cups of coffee.

He didn't smile when he saw me. He just walked down the steps and handed me one of the cups.

"Black. No sugar. That’s what you were drinking at the diner," he said.

I took the cup. The heat seeped into my palms. "Thanks."

"Are you ready?" he asked.

"I’m ready for the money to be in the account," I said. "The rest is just paperwork."

He nodded and checked his watch. "The clerk’s office is open. Let’s go."

We walked inside. The building smelled of floor wax and old paper. We filled out the forms at a wooden counter. I watched Silas write his name. His handwriting was precise and slanted to the right. He didn't hesitate.

We stood before a justice of the peace in a small, windowless room. The walls were painted a dull beige. There were no flowers. There was no music. There was only a man in a black robe who looked like he wanted to be at lunch.

"Do you, Silas Vane, take Elena Vance to be your wife?"

"I do," Silas said. His voice was steady. It didn't have any emotion in it.

"Do you, Elena Vance, take Silas Vane to be your husband?"

The air in the room felt heavy. I thought about the hospital. I thought about the men who had come to our house last week to threaten Clara. I thought about the twenty million dollars.

"I do," I said.

"Then by the power vested in me, I pronounce you husband and wife. You may kiss the bride."

Silas didn't move toward me. He looked at the justice of the peace. "Is the certificate ready?"

"I need to process the signatures. Give it ten minutes."

We walked out into the hallway. I leaned against the wall and took a sip of the coffee. It was bitter.

"I’ll call the lawyer now," Silas said. He pulled a phone from his pocket. It wasn't the latest model. The screen had a small crack in the corner. "He’s waiting to initiate the transfer."

He stepped a few feet away and spoke in a low voice. I couldn't hear what he was saying, but he looked focused. He didn't look like a shipping clerk. He looked like someone who was used to giving orders. Then he adjusted his glasses, and the impression vanished. He just looked like a tired man in a bad suit.

He came back two minutes later. "It’s done. The trust is active. You should receive a notification from your bank within the hour."

"Just like that?" I asked.

"The paperwork was already filed. The marriage was the final trigger," he said.

My phone chimed in my pocket. I pulled it out with shaking fingers. It was an email from my bank. An incoming wire transfer of twenty million dollars was pending.

I stared at the numbers. My breath stopped. The weight that had been sitting on my shoulders for months didn't disappear, but it shifted. I could breathe. I could pay the hospital. I could hide Maya where Clara and her creditors could never find her.

"Thank you," I whispered.

"It was a contract, Elena. You don't need to thank me for a transaction," Silas said.

He took the empty coffee cup from my hand and walked to a nearby trash can. When he came back, he held out a set of keys.

"What are these?" I asked.

"The keys to my apartment. The inheritance requires us to live together for the duration of the year. My grandfather’s lawyer will perform unannounced checks. If we aren't there, the land sale is void, and the money will be clawed back from the trust."

I looked at the keys. There were three of them on a plain metal ring. "I can't leave Maya."

"You don't have to. The apartment is twenty minutes from the hospital. You can spend your days there, but you need to sleep at the apartment. Most of your things are probably still at your old place?"

"What’s left of them," I said. Clara had sold anything of value months ago.

"I’ll have someone move them this afternoon. Give me the address."

"I can do it myself. I don't need help."

Silas looked at me. His blue eyes were unblinking behind his lenses. "You’re my wife now, Elena. On paper, at least. If the neighbors see you hauling boxes by yourself, it looks wrong. Let the movers handle it. Go to the hospital. See your sister. I’ll meet you at the apartment at six o’clock."

He wrote an address on the back of a business card and handed it to me. It was in a part of the city near the docks. The industrial district.

"Six o’clock," I repeated.

"Don't be late," he said.

He turned and walked toward the exit. He didn't look back. He walked with a limp I hadn't noticed before, a slight hitch in his right stride. He disappeared through the heavy glass doors and into the crowd on the street.

I stood in the hallway of City Hall for a long time. I was a millionaire. And I was married to a man I had met forty-eight hours ago.

I went back to the hospital first. I went straight to the billing office. The woman behind the desk looked at me with the same pitying expression she had used all week.

"Miss Vance, I told you, we can't extend the grace period—"

"I’m not here for an extension," I said. I handed her the bank details. "I want to pay the balance in full. For the past treatments and the next six months in advance."

She looked at the screen. Her eyes widened. She started typing rapidly. "This is… this is a significant amount of money."

"Just take it," I said.

It took thirty minutes to finalize the payment. When I walked out of the office, the pity was gone. Now she looked at me with curiosity. I didn't care. I went up to Maya’s room and sat by her bed. I held her hand.

"We’re safe, Maya," I whispered. "I got the money."

I stayed there until four o’clock. I watched the clock on the wall. The second hand ticked forward. Every tick reminded me of the keys in my pocket. Silas Vane
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