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​Chapter One: The Summons
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The Drav ran black at this hour.

Mara had always thought that was the truest thing about Velden — not its gilded casino facades or its Art Nouveau archways dripping with carved stone foliage, not the way the old district looked in photographs, all amber light and romantic decay. The truest thing was the river after midnight, when the tour boats were docked and the bridge lanterns had dimmed to their minimum and the water moved through the city's belly like something that had never once considered being beautiful. It just moved. Heavy and purposeful and absolutely indifferent to the people watching it from the banks.

Mara watched it from the eastern embankment, her coat pulled close, her breath making small pale shapes in the October air that the wind dissolved before they could become anything.

This was hers. This hour, this walk, this precise stretch of embankment where the cobblestones buckled slightly near the third lamp post and you had to watch your step or pay for the distraction with a turned ankle. She had learned the buckle three years ago, her first winter in the flat above the florist on Revka Street, when she had started coming here because the alternative was lying awake listening to the building's pipes complain and thinking about her father's phone calls in too much detail. The river had been an accident. The routine had been a choice.

She made that distinction carefully, even now, even in her own mind. The things that happened to her and the things she decided. It mattered, keeping the two categories clean and separate. It was the kind of accounting that kept a person from feeling like a leaf in a current.

The city breathed around her. Somewhere behind the old embankment wall a restaurant was still serving — she could smell garlic and rendered fat on the air, something rich and slow-cooked, and underneath it the mineral cold of the river itself, and underneath that the faint chemical bite of the water treatment facility two kilometers upstream that no one in the tourist literature ever mentioned. Velden smelled like beauty and industry in equal measure, if you were paying attention.

Mara was always paying attention.

She had her father's eyes for a room, which was perhaps the only gift Edvard Voss had ever given her that she considered useful. The gift was this: a persistent, low-grade awareness of every variable in an environment, running like a secondary process beneath whatever she was doing on the surface. Right now the surface was the river, the cold, the smell of garlic. The secondary process noted: two men fifty meters upstream walking in the same direction at the same pace they'd been walking since she turned onto the embankment, a gap in the bridge traffic that suggested it was closer to two in the morning than one, a light on in the magistrate's building across the water that had not been on yesterday or the day before.

None of it was threatening. She cataloged it anyway.

She turned at the iron bench she always turned at — the one with the city crest on the backrest, worn smooth at the armrests by decades of strangers — and started back. The walk home was twenty minutes if she didn't hurry, and she never hurried. Hurrying was for people who had somewhere better to be.

Revka Street was quiet. The florist's window held its usual nighttime arrangement, a bucket of something white and closed-up that would be open and spilling fragrance by seven in the morning. Mara climbed the narrow stairs to her flat with her keys already out, muscle memory from three years of the same ascent, and she was thinking about the book she had left open on the kitchen table — a secondhand copy of a novel she'd been working through in pieces, unhurried, the way she tried to do most things she actually enjoyed.

She was not thinking about her father.

Which was why, when she came around the corner onto Revka and looked up the street to confirm the route was clear, the habit so ingrained she barely registered doing it anymore, the presence of the car directly outside her building registered as wrong before her conscious mind had fully caught up.

She stopped walking.

It was her father's car. Not because it had any visible marking — Edvard Voss was not a man who drove anything with visible markings — but because she knew the particular shade of black, that almost-navy that only showed itself under certain light, and because she knew the number plate, had memorized it years ago in the same automatic way she memorized everything that moved through her father's world. The car sat with its engine off and its lights off but there was a warmth to the hood that she could see even from here, a faint shimmer of heat in the cold air.

And at the building's entrance, three men.

Not her father's usual drivers. Not faces she recognized. They stood in a loose configuration that was casual-seeming and was not casual at all — one at the door, one on the step, one on the pavement facing outward, watching the street. Watching her, now that she had come around the corner and stopped. The one on the pavement straightened almost imperceptibly.

Mara began walking again, because standing still was the wrong response. You moved toward things. You let your face say nothing. You kept your hands loose at your sides.

She reached the door. "I live here," she said, to the man on the step.

"Ms. Voss." He didn't move aside immediately. "Mr. Voss is waiting."

"My father doesn't wait in cars," Mara said. "He doesn't know how. So whoever sent you can do me the courtesy of telling me why there are three men standing outside my home at one in the morning."

A pause. Not the pause of a man deciding whether to answer, but the pause of a man who had been given instructions and was confirming to himself that none of those instructions covered this particular question. "Mr. Voss will explain," he said, and stepped aside.

Her father was not in the car. He was in her flat.

He had let himself in — he had a key because she had given it to him two years ago for emergencies, a decision she had revised her opinion of several times since. He was sitting at her kitchen table, in the chair nearest the window, with his coat still on and his hands folded on top of the book she had left open, covering the page she'd been on, and that specific detail — the unconscious, thoughtless act of covering her page with his hands — landed in her chest with a weight that had nothing to do with the book.

Edvard Voss was sixty-three years old and looked, tonight, closer to seventy. He was a broad man gone soft at the edges, with her same grey eyes and none of her restraint, a face that had once been handsome and had accumulated its years loudly and without apology. He had built the Voss syndicate from a secondhand transport company and a willingness to carry things that the legitimate logistics firms wouldn't touch, and he had held it for thirty years through a combination of genuine tactical intelligence and an absolute refusal to let anyone see him doubt himself.

He was doubting himself now. She could see it in the way he held his hands: pressed flat against the table, the knuckles white at the pressure points.

"Papa," she said. She put her keys on the counter and didn't take her coat off. "What happened."

It was not a question. Edvard Voss did not make house calls for questions.

He looked up at her and something moved across his face — regret, she thought, or the particular strain of a man who had been carrying a thing for too long and was finally setting it down in front of someone else. "Sit down, Mara."

"Tell me first."

He exhaled. His hands came off the table and folded in his lap. "Sorin has called in the debt," he said. "All of it. Tonight."

The river came back to her, briefly, the black water moving without caring. She pulled out the other chair and sat. "The repayment terms were open-ended," she said. "He can't—"

"He can." Her father met her eyes, and the steadiness of his gaze was worse, somehow, than flinching would have been. "The terms were whatever he decided they were, Mara. That was the agreement I signed. I was — " He stopped. Started again. "I needed the money. I knew the terms were bad. I signed them anyway."

She looked at him for a long moment. The kitchen was warm, overheated the way it always was when the building's central system was running, and it felt suddenly absurd — the warmth, the familiar smell of the flat, the book with its page lost, the faint sound of a tram somewhere on the street outside doing its last run of the night.

"What is he asking for," she said.

Edvard Voss unfolded his hands and put them on the table again, palms down. He said: "You have been requested."

He used that word. Requested. And he could not meet her eyes when he said it.

Mara sat very still, and said nothing, and the secondary process that ran beneath everything she did began quietly running numbers on a situation she did not yet have all the variables for, because this was what she did, and because it was better, it was so much better, to be accounting than to be feeling.

Outside, the tram completed its run. The building's pipes made their familiar complaint. On the table between them, her father's hands pressed flat against the cover of her book, and the page she had been on was lost, and Mara Voss breathed in slowly through her nose and began to understand that the hour by the river had been her last one for a very long time.



She thought about the walk home. The buckled cobblestone near the third lamp post. The way she had stepped around it without looking, pure muscle memory, and how she had been thinking about a book, and how neither of those things would be available to her in the same way after tonight.

It was strange, what the mind reached for.

"How much," she said.

"The full principal. Three years of interest at the rate he set." Her father named a number and she heard it clearly and filed it and did not react to it, though the number was large enough that reacting to it would have been reasonable. "He's not interested in the money, Mara. He made that clear. He said the money was — a formality. That what he wanted was the consolidation."

"The consolidation," she repeated.

"His word."

She looked at her father's hands on the table. They were shaking slightly, a fine tremor that he was trying to suppress and failing to suppress entirely. She had never seen her father's hands shake. She filed that too.

"Who is he asking me to marry," she said.

"His enforcer. Kael Dravec." Her father paused. "You may have heard the name."

She had heard the name. You did not move in the edges of Velden's network economy without hearing the name, the way you did not live in a city without knowing the name of the river. Kael Dravec was not a rumor or an exaggeration. He was a fact — repeated, confirmed, spoken in a specific tone of voice that people used for facts they would prefer were otherwise.

"I have heard the name," Mara said.

"He's not—" Her father stopped again, and the stop told her everything the sentence was going to contain. He's not a bad man. He's not what you're imagining. He won't hurt you. All of the things you said when you had run out of better things to say and needed to believe that what you were doing was survivable.

"When," she said.

"They want a meeting tomorrow. At Ostava." He finally looked at her again, and in his grey eyes, so much like hers, she saw the thing she had always known was there and had spent years choosing not to look at directly: the knowledge that he had built his world out of materials that were always going to cost someone, and that in the end the cost had come for her. "I am sorry, Mara."

She stood. She picked up her keys from the counter, turned them over in her hand once. Put them down again.

"You can sleep in the spare room," she said. "The men outside can go."

"Mara—"

"Goodnight, Papa."

She went to her bedroom and closed the door and stood in the dark for a moment, her coat still on, her hands at her sides. Then she went to the window and looked down at Revka Street, where the car still sat and two of the three men were still visible, and beyond them the faint glow that meant the florist was running the greenhouse lights early.

She watched the street for a long time.

She did not sleep.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter Two: The Terms

[image: ]


Ostava occupied the second floor of a building on Kaisersplatz that had been, in a previous century, a private banking house, and it had retained the banking house's particular relationship with visibility: it did not advertise. There was no sign at street level, only a brass plate beside a black door that gave the building's address and nothing else. The people who needed to know about Ostava already knew. Everyone else was irrelevant.

Mara had been inside once, four years ago, accompanying her father to a dinner she had not been told the purpose of until she was already seated. She remembered dark wood paneling and candlelight that was not romantic but functional — the kind of lighting that showed you the faces across the table and swallowed everything else — and a silence in the room that was the silence of people accustomed to being the most consequential persons present wherever they went.

She had worn the wrong shoes that night. Low heels that she kept having to compensate for on the marble floor. She had not forgotten it.

Tonight she wore flat ankle boots with a grip sole and a dress in charcoal grey that she had chosen because it communicated exactly nothing — not deference, not aggression, not the particular kind of careful femininity that powerful men tended to read as an invitation to underestimate. She had stood in front of her wardrobe for eleven minutes making that choice, which was ten minutes and fifty-five seconds longer than she usually spent, and she had noted that fact about herself without judgment and moved on.

The car Sorin sent was waiting on Revka Street at eight in the evening. She went down alone. Her father had offered to accompany her and she had declined. This was not his meeting to attend.

The driver did not speak. She did not require him to. They moved through the evening city, through the old district with its carved facades and its warm-lit windows, through the plaza where the fountain had been turned off for winter, across the Kaisers bridge with the Drav visible below in the gaps between the stone balustrades, running dark and indifferent as it always did. Mara watched it pass and thought about nothing with great deliberate effort.

Ostava's entrance was, as she remembered, a black door and a marble staircase. A man at the top of the stairs took her coat without speaking and directed her with a small gesture toward the second corridor. She walked it alone.

The private dining room at the end of the corridor had a long table set for three.

Aleksander Sorin was already seated.

He stood when she entered, which was manners, and she did not find it reassuring. Sorin was fifty-two and looked exactly fifty-two — not aged, not weathered, precisely his years in the way that men with very good doctors and very little sustained stress tended to look. Silver-haired, clean-jawed, with the kind of posture that had been trained into him young and never relaxed. He wore a charcoal suit that cost more than her quarterly rent and he wore it with the complete indifference of a man for whom clothing had stopped being something he thought about before she was born.

"Ms. Voss," he said. His voice was moderate, warm even, the voice of a man who had made considerable study of how to appear unthreatening. "Thank you for coming."

"I wasn't given a meaningful alternative," Mara said pleasantly, and took the seat across from him before he could indicate which chair was hers.

A small pause. Something in his expression shifted, recalibrated — she had been assessed, and the assessment had been updated. Good. She wanted to be accurately assessed. It was easier.

"No," he agreed, sitting again. "I suppose not." He poured water from the carafe at the center of the table, filling her glass and then his own, and there was something quietly deliberate about the gesture, the hospitality of it, the normalcy. An ordinary dinner between ordinary people discussing ordinary things. "I appreciate your directness. It will make this simpler."

"The terms," she said.

"In a moment." He set down the carafe. "I'd like you to understand the context first. The history."

"I know the history."

"Some of it," he said. "Not all of it. Your father is not entirely forthcoming, even with his own daughter."

She looked at him and said nothing. The candlelight caught the angles of his face and threw the rest into shadow, and she thought: this is a man who has arranged this lighting deliberately, who has sat in this specific seat for this specific meeting because this is the face he wanted her to see first. The reasonable one. The patient one.

She was not going to be charmed by Aleksander Sorin, but she made a note to herself to behave as though she might be, because charming men stopped being careful when they believed they were working.

"The debt your father owes me," Sorin continued, "is not only financial. It never was. The original arrangement, three years ago, was a rescue. Your father's eastern route was going to be acquired by the Greva network within six months. He came to me. I provided the capital and the leverage to prevent that acquisition." A pause. "At a price that he agreed to and that I have chosen, until now, not to collect."

"And now you're collecting," Mara said.

"I'm consolidating." The word again. He used it with satisfaction, the way people used words they had chosen carefully. "The Voss network is an asset. Its routes, its contacts, its thirty years of embedded relationships in the river trade. What I want is not to absorb it or dismantle it. What I want is to bind it, permanently, to the Sorin structure. The cleanest mechanism for that binding is marriage."

"Marriage is not a mechanism," Mara said.

"In this context," Sorin said, with a small, precise smile, "it is one of the oldest ones."

The door opened behind her.

She heard the footstep — one, only one, and then stillness — and she knew before she turned that it was the third place at the table being filled. She turned anyway. She made herself turn slowly.

He was standing just inside the door.

Kael Dravec was not what the name had led her to imagine, though she would not have said precisely what she had imagined, only that this wasn't it. He was tall — enough that the doorframe had required a slight adjustment of his posture in passing — with black hair cut short and a face that was hard in the architectural sense, all sharp planes and considered angles, the kind of face that looked like it had been built for a specific purpose and the purpose was not decorative. He wore a dark suit with the jacket open, no tie, and he stood the way men stood when they were deciding whether a room was worth entering.

His eyes found her immediately.

They were a pale grey-green, the color of lichen on the old bridge stones, and they were already cataloging her in the same way she was cataloging him. The recognition of the process — seeing it in someone else's face — was unexpected. Briefly disorienting.

He crossed the room and took the third chair, at the foot of the table between them, without being directed to it.

"Kael," Sorin said, as though introducing a feature of the room.

Kael Dravec did not say anything. He looked at Mara, and the look was level, and she looked back with equal levelness, and across the candlelit table of Velden's most discreet private dining room, they took each other's measure in silence.

She thought: he is not performing anything. There is no theater in this man. Whatever he is, in this room and outside it, it is the same thing.

She thought: that is either very reassuring or very dangerous.

Sorin began to speak again, setting out the terms with the calm efficiency of a man reading a weather forecast. The marriage contract. The consolidation of networks. The structure by which the Voss routes would be managed under a joint arrangement. The timeline — within the month, civil ceremony, private. The living arrangement. The expectation of a full and convincing union, for the benefit of everyone in Velden who would be watching.

Mara listened to all of it. She kept her hands in her lap, loose. She breathed steadily. The secondary process ran the numbers, pulled the variables, sorted what was negotiable from what was not.

At the end, Sorin sat back and looked at her with the patient expression of a man who expected, now, a performance of distress.

"No," Mara said.

A silence.

"No," she said again, conversationally, as if she were declining a dessert menu. "I won't agree to this."

Sorin's expression didn't change. This, she understood, was also expected — the initial refusal, the emotion of it. He reached for his water glass, unhurried. "Ms. Voss," he said. "Let me be specific about what refusing costs."

He was specific. He was very specific, and he was patient about it, and the specificity encompassed her father's life, his freedom, the livelihoods of sixty people on the Voss payroll, the safety of two of her father's drivers who had families, whose addresses Sorin mentioned with the casual ease of a man who had known them for years.

Mara sat with each item as it landed. She did not flinch. She did not cry. She kept her face arranged into the expression she had been practicing since she was twelve years old and first understood what her father's world actually was.

At the end of it, she looked not at Sorin but at Kael Dravec, who had not spoken a single word through all of it and whose face had not moved, and she thought about what it meant that he was here for this conversation, and what it meant that he was silent through it.

He met her gaze. Something moved behind those grey-green eyes — not apology, not quite, but something in the neighborhood of acknowledgment. I see what is being done here. I am not unaware of its weight.

Or perhaps she was inventing it. She was tired, and the light was deceptive.

"I'll need until tomorrow to give my answer," Mara said, to Sorin.

"Of course," he said.

She pushed her chair back and stood. Neither man rose. She picked up her bag, and she walked to the door with her grip sole boots steady on the marble floor, and she did not hurry, because hurrying was for people who had somewhere better to be.

She rode back across the city in Sorin's car and watched the Drav appear and disappear between the bridge stones and thought about sixty people's livelihoods and her father's shaking hands and a pair of grey-green eyes that had watched her across a candlelit table with an expression she could not yet name.

Tomorrow, she would give her answer.

Tonight, she would understand exactly what she was agreeing to.
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She was home by ten. By eleven she had the Sorin network mapped in rough outline across the pages of the notebook she kept in the kitchen drawer, the one she used for grocery lists and the occasional thought she didn't want to lose, now converted without ceremony to darker purpose. By midnight she had cross-referenced what she knew from her years of proximity to her father's world with what Sorin had revealed, deliberately and otherwise, during the dinner.

The deliberate revelations were leverage and threat. The otherwise revelations were more interesting.

She worked at the kitchen table with a glass of water she forgot to drink and the overhead light on because the lamp gave her reading light but not working light and tonight she needed working light. The flat was quiet — her father had gone back to the estate, the three men had gone with him — and the quiet was the particular quiet of a decision not yet made but already inevitable.

Mara had known this at some point during the dinner. She had known it before she said no to Sorin, possibly even while she was saying it. The refusal had been necessary — not strategic, not performed, but genuinely necessary, in the way that certain things had to be said aloud before you could move past them. She had needed to refuse. She had refused. Now she could do what the situation actually required.

She turned to a fresh page and wrote two columns. What she was being asked to give. What she would not allow to be taken.

The first column was long. The second column was longer.

She was still writing when the buzzer rang at half past twelve.

Mara looked up from the notebook. The buzzer rang again — two short bursts, the rhythm of someone who expected to be let in. She went to the intercom panel by the front door. "Yes."

"It's Dravec." A pause. The voice was low, unhurried. The pause was not awkward — it was the pause of a man who spoke rarely enough that he had learned to let silence do work. "I need a few minutes."

She considered the intercom panel for a moment. Then: "There's no second lock on this building. You could have simply walked up."

Another pause. "I was aware."

She pressed the entry button.

She had time, while he climbed the stairs, to close the notebook and return it to the drawer and decide that this was not something she needed to hide and take it back out and put it on the table again. She was sitting with her hands folded on top of it when he knocked.

He was in the same suit from the dinner, jacket still open, and he looked at the flat with the same methodical attention he had turned on her at Ostava — taking in the bookshelves, the kitchen table, the geography of a life assembled piece by piece. His gaze moved across the spines on the shelf nearest the window and paused there, briefly, before returning to her.

"Sit down if you want," she said.

He remained standing. He looked at the notebook under her hands, at the pen she had left uncapped on the table, and said: "You've been working the problem."

"Since I got home."

He nodded, as though she had confirmed something he had expected. "What have you decided?"

"I haven't yet." She watched him. "Why are you here, Mr. Dravec?"

"Kael," he said.

"Why are you here."

He was quiet for a moment. He moved to the window — not to the chair she had offered, but to the window — and looked out at Revka Street, and she had the strange impression that he knew this window, knew the view from it, in a way that he had not arrived at tonight. Something in the familiarity of the angle at which he stood.

She filed that. She would think about it later.

"Sorin's account of the terms tonight was accurate," he said, to the window. "But incomplete."

"What was left out."

"The exit clauses." He turned from the window. "Or the absence of them. There are none, on his side. The contract binds the Voss network in perpetuity. If your father dies, the network passes to the marriage. If the marriage dissolves, the network reverts to Sorin outright." He paused. "You would have found this tomorrow, reading the contract. I thought you should have it tonight."

Mara looked at him for a long moment. The overhead light was unkind to most people, washing them out, flattening them. It did not wash out Kael Dravec. If anything it clarified him — the sharp cut of his jaw, the precise stillness of how he stood.

"Why," she said.

"Why tell you."

"Yes."

He held her gaze. "Because you're going to say yes tomorrow and you should say it knowing exactly what you're agreeing to."

"You're very certain I'm going to say yes."

"Sixty people on your father's payroll," he said. "You counted them before he finished speaking. I watched you count them."

She had counted them. She had done it in the same automatic way she did everything, the secondary process ticking through implications while the surface of her remained composed, and she had apparently not been as opaque about it as she had believed. The knowledge that he had seen it — that he had been watching carefully enough to see it — should have been unsettling.

It was, instead, something else.

"All right," she said. "I was going to say yes. Now I know the additional terms." She folded her hands on the notebook. "Is there anything else Sorin left out?"

"The living arrangement. He said the tower apartment." A pause. "He didn't mention that it's mine."

Silence.

"You live there," she said.

"Yes."

"And the arrangement is that I move in."

"Yes."

She absorbed this. It rearranged several things she had been holding in one configuration, things she now had to reorder. Sorin's apartment, she had been imagining — all glass and corporate silence, a show residence. A place to be kept. A husband she would see at events and otherwise navigate around.

This was different.

"How large is the apartment," she said.

Something shifted at the corner of his mouth. Not quite a smile — the ghost of the architecture of one, the structural suggestion. "Large enough," he said.

She almost asked him more. She didn't, because she needed to think, and thinking was something she did better alone. She stood, and he took it for the dismissal it was, turning toward the door.

"Dravec," she said.

He stopped.

"The terms you told me tonight. Why should I believe Sorin didn't send you to tell me."

He turned back to her. The overhead light caught his eyes and they were a paler grey in this room than they had appeared at the dinner, less green, more the color of winter sky above the Drav.

"You shouldn't," he said. "Not on my word." A pause. "Read the contract tomorrow. Every clause. It will confirm what I said."

"And if it does?"

"Then you'll have answered your own question."

He left. She heard his footsteps on the stairs — unhurried, even, the steps of a man who moved through the world at his own pace — and then the click of the building's lower door, and then nothing.

Mara stood in her kitchen for a moment. Then she went to the window he had stood at and looked out at Revka Street. He was already gone. Revka Street held only the usual nighttime arrangement: her florist's window, the bucket of white flowers, the amber drip of the closest lamp post.

She went back to the table. She opened the notebook to a fresh page.

She wrote: He came to warn me. Determine why before deciding what it means.

Then she wrote the number Sorin had given her, and underneath it she wrote the number of people it represented, and she sat with both numbers until they stopped feeling large and started feeling like dimensions of a problem she was capable of solving.

At three in the morning she picked up her phone.

She found the number in her contacts under a name she had never called — she had put it there years ago, a reflex, the way you noted things that existed at the edges of your world and might one day become central. The number for Sorin's main office line.

She pressed call.

It rang once. Twice.

"Yes." Not Sorin's voice. She had expected Sorin's voice, or a secretary's, or a machine.

She had not expected this voice. Low, unhurried. Already awake at three in the morning, or still awake — she could not tell which.

"This is Mara Voss," she said.

A pause. Not the pause of surprise. The pause of a man who had been waiting and was now adjusting from waiting to receiving.

"I know," said Kael Dravec.

She looked at her notebook, at the two columns, at the number and the sixty lives it represented. She thought about the buckled cobblestone near the third lamp post on the embankment and the book with the lost page and the window he had looked out of as though he knew the view.

"Tell Sorin yes," she said. "With conditions. I'll present them at the contract signing."

A pause. "All right."

"And Dravec."

"Yes."

She put her hand flat on the notebook, on the second column, the longer one. "The conditions are non-negotiable. Make sure he knows that before we sit down."

A silence. And then, just before she ended the call, she heard something that might have been, under different circumstances, in a different voice, the beginning of acknowledgment. Not agreement. Not approval. Something quieter and more considered than either.

"Understood," he said.

She ended the call.

Outside, Velden continued its nighttime business, indifferent and ongoing. The Drav ran black toward the sea. And Mara Voss sat at her kitchen table and began writing the conditions under which she would agree to belong, on paper, to a world she had spent her adult life standing at the careful edge of.

She wrote until the florist's window below her filled with the white smell of opening flowers.
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​Chapter Four: The Contract
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The Sorin tower was not the tallest building in Velden.

It was, however, the most deliberate. Built in the early nineties by an architect who had since become famous enough that his name appeared in the kind of magazines that sat in the waiting rooms of expensive dentists, it occupied a corner of the Novy district where the old city's stone gave way to the financial quarter's glass and steel, and it did not try to bridge that transition. It simply stood at the border between the two eras and looked in both directions with equal indifference. Thirty-two floors of dark-tinted glass and black steel framing, precise as a sentence that had been edited too many times to contain anything unnecessary.

Mara arrived at nine in the morning.

She had slept three hours, which was enough. She had dressed in navy, which was not a choice she had examined too closely. She had the notebook in her bag, the conditions written out in her clearest handwriting on a page she had torn out and folded in thirds, and she had read them on the tram ride over until she knew them the way she knew the buckled cobblestone — automatically, without needing to look.

The lobby was all pale stone and vertical space, the kind of entrance designed to make arrivals feel the appropriate smallness before being elevated to the appropriate floors. A receptionist directed her to the thirty-first floor without asking her name, which meant she had been described to
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