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Chapter One
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Her father delivered the news the way he delivered everything that mattered — badly, sideways, three drinks deep at the kitchen table with his tie already loosened, as if the loosened tie were the tragedy and not the sentence he was about to hand his only daughter. "Voss wants a marriage," Richard Ashford said, not looking up from his glass. "Not a payment plan. Not an extension. A marriage, Naomi, to settle what I owe him, and I have exactly no room left to negotiate the terms."

Naomi Ashford set down the mail she'd been sorting — mostly overdue notices, she'd noticed, in envelopes her father had been hiding in his study drawer for months — and felt the particular vertigo of a life rearranging itself around a sentence she couldn't quite process. "A marriage. To Damon Voss."

"You've heard of him."

Everyone in this city had heard of Damon Voss, the way everyone eventually heard about weather systems large enough to reroute flights — not through introduction, but through the accumulated weight of consequence. Voss Holdings owned four downtown towers, a shipping conglomerate, half the city council's campaign debts, and, if the rumors that circulated in low, careful voices at every gala Naomi had ever attended on her father's arm were true, considerably more than that beneath the legitimate paperwork. Men who crossed Damon Voss did not, as a rule, stay crossed for very long. Some of them simply stopped being discussed at all.

"What did you do." It wasn't really a question. Naomi had spent twenty-six years learning the specific cadence of her father's failures, the small tells that preceded a disaster he'd once again convinced himself he could outrun.

"I borrowed against Voss capital for the Marlowe development. The financing fell through. I have been — restructuring — the debt for eighteen months, and Voss has apparently decided restructuring is no longer an acceptable word for what's happening to his money." Richard finally looked up, and for one unguarded moment Naomi saw real fear on her father's face, fear considerably more convincing than any of his usual performances of contrition. "He could ruin us in an afternoon, Naomi. The house, my business, your mother's medical coverage, all of it. He's offering a way out that doesn't end with our name in a headline nobody comes back from. I would not have agreed to it if I believed there was any better option left."

"You agreed to it. Before telling me."

"I am telling you now, because the alternative was a debt collector considerably less patient than Voss himself, and because you deserve to hear it from me rather than from a lawyer's letter." Her father's voice cracked, just slightly, the closest thing to genuine remorse Naomi had heard from him in years. "He isn't asking for a real marriage, Naomi. His people were clear about the terms. Two years, minimum, enough to satisfy whatever business optics he needs from it. A contract. Separate lives within one house. It is not — it is not what it sounds like, from the outside."

Naomi looked at the overdue notices still fanned across the kitchen table, at her father's shaking hands, at the whole crumbling architecture of a life she'd never fully understood the true cost of until this exact moment, and felt something in her go very cold and very still, the particular calm of a woman calculating exactly how much of herself she was about to be asked to spend. "Fine," she said. "Arrange the meeting. I want to hear the terms from him directly, not filtered through you or his lawyers. If I'm going to sign my name to this, I want to know precisely what kind of man I'm signing it to."
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Chapter Two
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Damon Voss did not, as a rule, involve himself personally in debt collection. That work belonged to men several rungs below him on an organizational chart that existed nowhere on paper and lived entirely in the careful, compartmentalized architecture of his own memory — men who understood exactly how much pressure a given family could absorb before it broke usefully rather than uselessly.

Richard Ashford's debt, however, had stopped being simple collection three months ago, the moment Damon's lawyers had flagged the particular opportunity buried inside it: the Ashford name, tarnished but not yet destroyed, carried exactly the kind of old-money legitimacy that Voss Holdings' current expansion into legitimate real estate development required and could not simply purchase on the open market. A marriage solved two problems at once — it collected the debt without the messy optics of a public ruin that might spook Voss Holdings' new banking partners, and it handed Damon a wife whose family's respectability would smooth exactly the kind of civic doors that raw money alone had never quite managed to open for a man with his particular reputation.

It was, on paper, an elegant solution. Damon had not expected to feel anything at all about the woman attached to it, and he resented, faintly, the small, unfamiliar current of curiosity he felt paging through the file his people had assembled on Naomi Ashford — a graduate architecture degree she'd never been allowed to practice under her own name because her father needed her decorating his boardroom instead, a broken engagement four years back to a man who'd left the moment the Ashford finances started their long, ugly slide, a woman who had spent her whole adult life absorbing the consequences of other people's decisions without ever once, as far as the file suggested, being given the chance to make a real one of her own.

His assistant, Priest — a former Army intelligence officer who'd worked for Damon long enough to say difficult things without flinching — set the file down on his desk with a particular look Damon had learned, over eight years, to take seriously. "You could still just take the money, Damon. The Ashford collateral covers the debt three times over if we liquidate properly. You don't need the marriage."

"I need the legitimacy considerably more than I need the money," Damon said, closing the file. "The Kessler organization has spent two years trying to convince the banking committee that Voss Holdings is exactly the kind of enterprise that shouldn't be allowed anywhere near a legitimate development contract. An Ashford wife on my arm at the right galas does more to counter that narrative in six months than another decade of clean audits."

"And if she hates you for it."

"Then she hates me in a house I've made comfortable, with resources and protection her father's negligence would never have provided her, for two years, after which the contract dissolves and she walks away considerably better positioned than she is right now." Damon said it flatly, a business calculation and nothing more, and told himself, closing the office for the night, that the small, persistent curiosity he felt about the woman in that file was simply due diligence, and nothing he needed to examine any further than that.
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Chapter Three
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They met on neutral ground, a private room at a restaurant Damon owned through four layers of holding companies, and Naomi arrived exactly on time, in a dark, severe suit that told him, before she'd said a single word, that she intended this negotiation to happen on her terms or not at all.

"Mr. Voss." She did not offer her hand. "I understand you'd like to marry me to settle my father's debt."

"I'd like to enter a contractual arrangement with you that happens to be legally structured as a marriage," Damon said, gesturing for her to sit, studying her with the careful, unhurried attention he brought to any negotiation that mattered. "I understand the distinction may feel academic from where you're standing. I promise you it is not academic to me."

"Enlighten me on the distinction, then."

"Two years. Separate bedrooms, separate lives within one household, no expectation of intimacy beyond what's required to be convincing in public. You retain full legal counsel of your own choosing to review every clause before you sign anything. Your father's debt is settled in full the moment we marry, not the moment the two years elapse — I have no leverage over you once the ceremony happens, which means I have every incentive to make certain you have no reason to regret agreeing to it." Damon slid a folder across the table, considerably thinner than the one his own lawyers had prepared. "At the end of the two years, the marriage dissolves cleanly, you receive a settlement generous enough to finish the architecture degree you never got to practice, and neither of us owes the other anything further."

Naomi's eyes flicked up sharply at the mention of her degree, a detail she hadn't expected a stranger to know, let alone reference so precisely. "You've done your research."

"I do research on every significant decision I make. This is among the more significant ones I've made this year." Damon watched her open the folder, watched her read with the careful, methodical attention of a woman who had learned, the hard way, never again to sign something without understanding every clause of it. "I am not going to pretend this is a kindness, Ms. Ashford. It is a transaction that benefits us both considerably more than the alternative your father's debt currently offers you. I would ask only that you extend me the same honesty I intend to extend you: if something in this arrangement becomes genuinely intolerable, tell me directly, rather than suffering it silently for two years out of some misplaced sense that you no longer have standing to ask for anything."

Something in the specificity of that request — the acknowledgment, however clinical, that she might still have needs worth voicing — caught her off guard considerably more than any performance of charm could have. "You're a strange kind of monster, Mr. Voss," she said finally, closing the folder. "I'll have my lawyer review this by Friday."
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Chapter Four
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The wedding, when it came three weeks later, was exactly as small and businesslike as the contract had promised — a courthouse ceremony followed by a single, tightly controlled photograph released to exactly the right society columns, no guests beyond Priest and Naomi's visibly relieved father, no flowers beyond a single bouquet Damon's housekeeper had apparently insisted on providing over his objections.

Naomi wore navy, not white, a small rebellion she hadn't discussed with anyone, and Damon, watching her sign the marriage certificate with the same careful, unhurried precision she'd brought to reviewing his contract, found himself unexpectedly moved by the particular dignity she carried into a ceremony most women would have found humiliating. She was not, he registered with some private surprise, performing grief or resentment for an audience. She was simply, quietly, doing what needed doing, the same way he did.

"You didn't have to come," Naomi told her father afterward, in the courthouse hallway, her voice carefully neutral.

"I wanted to see it done properly. And to thank you, though I understand you don't want to hear it." Richard's eyes were wet, an old man's genuine, useless remorse arriving several years too late to matter. "I know what I've cost you, Naomi. I am not going to insult you by pretending otherwise."

She let him hug her, stiffly, and watched him go, and found Damon waiting by the car with the particular patience of a man who understood, without needing to be told, that she required a moment alone with her own complicated grief before facing the rest of the day.

"Ready?" he asked, when she finally approached, offering nothing more than the question itself, no false warmth, no performance of a husband's tenderness for an audience that no longer existed in this empty hallway.

"As I'll ever be." Naomi studied him for a long moment, this precise, controlled stranger she'd just legally bound herself to. "Tell me one true thing, Mr. Voss, before we start pretending to be married in front of the entire city. Something you haven't already put in a contract."

Damon considered this longer than she expected, weighing the request with the same careful gravity he brought to everything. "I don't actually want you to be miserable in my house," he said finally, low. "I built an empire out of never needing anyone's comfort but my own. I find, watching you today, that I would prefer this particular arrangement not add to the list of things you've had to simply endure. That's considerably truer than anything in that contract, Mrs. Voss, and considerably more than I expected to admit to you on our wedding day."
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