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Prologue
The air in the office did not move. I sat on a chair made of black leather. My hands rested on my knees. The skin over my knuckles was thick and rough. I looked at the floor. The wood had a high gloss. It showed a blurry version of my own face.

Silas Thorne stood by the window. He was fifty-nine years old. His hair was the color of a nickel. He wore a suit that fit him perfectly. He did not look at me. He looked at the street fifty floors below. The cars down there were small. The people were even smaller.

"Five years is a long time, Julian," Silas said.

I did not answer him. I had learned how to be still in a small concrete room. I could wait for hours without moving a muscle. Silence was the only thing I owned in that place. I was not going to give it away for free now.

"You have nothing left," Silas continued. "The state took your accounts. Your name is in every legal textbook as a warning. Your mother is in a care facility that costs twelve thousand dollars a month. You are six months behind on the payments. They will move her to a state ward on Monday."

I kept my eyes on his shoes. They were black. They were polished to a shine. I could see the reflection of the ceiling lights in them.

"I have a proposal," Silas said.

A door opened behind me. I heard the sound of shoes on the hard floor. They were flat shoes. The steps were light and fast. I did not turn around. I knew the rhythm of that walk. I had heard it in my head every night for eighteen hundred days.

"Elena," Silas said.

I felt the air change as she moved past me. She sat in the chair to my left. I looked at her. She did not look back. Her hair was pulled into a tight knot. She looked tired. Her skin was pale. She had a file in her lap. She gripped it until her fingers turned white.

"Three years," Silas said. "A legal marriage. You marry Elena. You manage the Thorne holdings. You fix the books. In exchange, I pay your mother's debt. I give you a salary. You get a house and a car. You get a life back."

I looked at Elena's hands. They were shaking. She was thirty-two now. She was an archivist. She spent her days with old papers and digital records. She knew things. She had been there the night the police came to my apartment. She had been the one who found the digital files Silas had hidden in my cloud storage.

"Why?" I asked. My voice sounded low. It was rough. I had not spoken more than ten words a day for years.

"The board is worried," Silas said. "They want to see a family man in charge of the forensic division. They want to see the Thorne and Vane names together again. It looks like a fresh start. It looks like I have forgiven you."

He was lying. Silas Thorne did not forgive. He only collected. He wanted to keep me where he could see me. He wanted to own the man who almost took his empire down.

Elena finally looked at me. Her eyes were gray. They were wide. She looked like she could not breathe. There was something in her face that I did not recognize. It was not hate. It was something heavier.

"Do you agree to this?" I asked her.

She did not speak at first. She looked at her father. Silas did not move. He waited like he knew the outcome.

"Yes," she said. Her voice was a whisper. It was the first time I had heard it in five years. It made my chest feel tight.

I looked at the scars on my palms. I had earned them in the prison laundry. I had thought about this moment every night. I had planned how I would destroy him. I had planned how I would take everything he loved.

But I needed a way in. I needed access to the ledgers. I needed the keys to the Thorne vault. This contract was the only door left open.

"I want the contract," I said.

Silas placed a document on the desk. It was thick. It had a blue cover. I stood up and walked to the desk. I picked up a pen. It was heavy and made of silver. I signed my name on the bottom of the last page. The ink was black. It looked like a stain on the white paper.

I looked at Elena. She was staring at my signature. She stood up slowly. She did not look at her father. She walked toward the door.

"We leave now," I said to her.

She followed me out of the office. We walked to the elevator. The doors were made of brushed steel. They closed and we were alone. The space was small. I could hear her breathing.

I did not touch her. I did not move toward her. I stood in the center of the elevator and watched the floor numbers count down. 50. 49. 48.

"Julian," she said.

I did not turn my head.

"I am sorry about your mother," she whispered.

I looked at her then. I did not let my face change. I had spent five years learning how to be a mask. I was not going to break now.

"Do not talk to me about my mother," I said. "We have a contract. We are two people in a business deal. That is all we are."

The elevator reached the lobby. The doors opened. I walked out into the city. The noise was loud. The light was bright. The wind was cold. It was October and the air felt like ice on my skin.

I was a free man. I was a married man. I was a man with a plan that would end in blood or ruin. I walked toward the black car waiting at the curb and I did not look back.

1. The Release and the Noose
The steel gate at Otisville didn't groan. It slid open with a mechanical hum that sounded like a final judgment. I walked through the threshold with a plastic mesh bag containing a pair of worn sneakers, a deck of cards with a missing king, and two hundred dollars in cash. 1,825 days had passed since I last stood on this side of the wire.

I stopped at the edge of the asphalt. The air outside wasn't different. It didn't taste like freedom. It tasted like exhaust and dry grass. Fifty yards away, a black sedan sat idling. The glass was tinted so dark it looked like a hole cut into the world. The passenger door opened, and Silas Thorne stepped out.

He looked exactly as he did the day he testified against me. His silver hair was perfectly groomed. His suit cost more than the average salary in the county. He didn't smile. He didn't need to. He stood there with his hands folded in front of him, watching me with the detached interest of a man looking at a broken piece of equipment.

I walked toward him. My legs felt heavy. My hands, scarred from the laundry room press, stayed at my sides. I didn't reach for him. I didn't yell. I stopped five feet away and waited for the first blow.

“You look thin, Julian,” Silas said. His voice was a calm, steady baritone that used to represent safety to me. Now, it felt like a physical weight on my shoulders.

“Prison tends to do that,” I said. My voice was rough. I hadn’t used it for anything but short sentences in years. “Why are you here, Silas?”

He didn't answer immediately. He looked past me at the prison walls, then back at my face. “Get in the car. We have a drive ahead of us.”

“I’ll walk,” I said.

“You won’t,” Silas replied. He didn't raise his voice. He just looked toward the back window of the car. The glass slid down halfway.

Elena was there.

She looked like a ghost. Her face was pale, and her dark hair was pulled back so tight it looked painful. She didn't look at me. She stared straight ahead, her eyes fixed on the back of the driver’s seat. She looked smaller than I remembered, or perhaps I had just grown larger in my own mind. Seeing her caused a sharp pressure in my stomach. She was the reason I was here. She was the one who had handed her father the digital keys to my life.

“Maya is finishing her residency in Chicago,” Silas said, his voice dropping an octave. “She’s worked very hard to distance herself from your reputation. It would be a tragedy if a new scandal broke. Something involving illegal prescription transfers, perhaps. It’s so easy to plant evidence in a hospital system.”

My hands balled into fists. The scars on my knuckles turned white. He was talking about my sister. He was telling me that my release was not an end, but a transition to a different kind of cell.

“Get in the car,” Silas repeated.

I moved. I didn't have a choice. I opened the back door and slid onto the leather seat. The smell of the interior was overwhelming—expensive hide and a faint, floral scent that belonged to Elena. I sat as far from her as possible, pressed against the door.

Silas got into the front passenger seat. The driver, a man I didn't recognize with a thick neck and a scarred ear, put the car in gear and drove away from the prison. No one spoke for the first ten miles. The only sound was the hum of the tires on the highway.

I watched the trees go by. I watched the houses and the people living lives that I no longer understood. I looked at Elena out of the corner of my eye. She was still staring ahead. Her hands were gripped together in her lap, her knuckles as white as mine. She looked like she was holding herself together by force of will alone.

“The world has changed since you went away,” Silas said, not turning around. “The Obolus is moving against my interests. They are aggressive. They are looking for the ghost ledgers, Julian. They think I have them. They think you know how to read them.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said.

“You will,” Silas said. “You’re going to help me secure my legacy. And in return, I am going to give you your life back. A version of it, at least.”

He reached into his breast pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper. He handed it back to me over the seat. I took it. My fingers brushed his, and I felt a surge of revulsion.

I unfolded the paper. It was a contract. Not a business merger, though the language was similar. It was a marriage license application, already filled out with my name and Elena’s. Attached to it was a three-year civil agreement.

“Three years,” Silas said. “You live with Elena. You appear at my side during the restructuring of Thorne Financial. You use your skills to find the leaks in my system and close them. You rehabilitate your image as a man who was wrongly accused and has now returned to the fold of the family that stood by him.”

“You framed me,” I said. I looked at the back of his head. I wanted to wrap my hands around his throat. “You put me in a cage for five years.”

“And now I am letting you out,” Silas said. “Marriage to Elena makes you family. It makes you untouchable by the SEC. They can’t force a wife to testify against her husband, and they certainly won't look as closely at a man who is the heir apparent to the Thorne empire.”

“I’m not a Thorne,” I said.

“You will be. Or Maya will be a felon. The choice is yours.”

I looked at Elena. She finally turned her head. Her eyes were wide and dark, filled with a look I couldn't quite identify. It wasn't triumph. It looked like the expression of someone watching a car crash in slow motion. She didn't say a word. She hadn't said a word since I got in.

“Is this what you want?” I asked her. My voice was a low growl.

She blinked once. Her lips parted, but no sound came out. She looked away, back to the window. Her silence was my answer. She was his accomplice, just as she had been five years ago.

“We have a penthouse ready for you in the city,” Silas continued. “High security. You’ll have everything you need. You start work on the ledgers tomorrow morning. The wedding will be a private ceremony at the courthouse this afternoon.”

“Today?” I asked.

“Speed is essential. The Obolus is not patient.”

I looked down at the contract in my hands. The paper felt like lead. I thought about the cell I had just left. I thought about the four walls and the bunk and the constant noise of men who had nothing left to lose. Then I thought about Maya. I thought about her graduation photos that I had pinned to my wall, the only things that kept me sane during the winter months when the heat failed.

I didn't have a life to go back to. My parents were gone, my house had been seized, and my name was dirt. This was a different kind of prison, one with better furniture and a view of Central Park, but a prison nonetheless.

“I want one thing,” I said.

Silas tilted his head slightly. “You’re in no position to bargain, Julian.”

“I want the evidence you used against me,” I said. “The original files. I want them destroyed in front of me after the three years are up.”

Silas was quiet for a long moment. The car crossed the bridge into Manhattan, the skyline rising up like a row of jagged teeth.

“Fine,” Silas said. “After three years of loyal service and a clean ledger, the files will be burned.”

He knew I was lying when I said I would be loyal. I knew he was lying about the files. But we were both moving toward a destination that neither of us could avoid.

I looked at Elena again. She was watching me now, her reflection visible in the window glass. I leaned closer to her, enough to see the way her pulse jumped in her throat.

“You’re going to regret this,” I whispered so low Silas couldn't hear.

Elena didn't flinch. She didn't pull away. She just stared at me with those searching eyes, and for a second, I thought I saw her lips tremble.

“I already do,” she breathed.

It was the first time she had spoken in five years. Her voice was thin, like a wire about to snap.

We pulled up to a glass tower that looked like it was made of frozen water. The driver got out and opened my door. I stepped out onto the sidewalk, the heat of the city hitting me in a wave. I was wearing a dead man's suit and standing next to the woman who had destroyed me, about to sign a contract that would bind us together in a lie.

I looked up at the top of the tower. The sun was reflecting off the glass, blinding me. I felt the noose tighten around my neck, and for the first time since the gate opened, I wished I was back in my cell.
2. A Contract Signed in Blood
The revolving doors of the glass tower pushed a draft of chilled air against my face. I walked behind Silas, my shoes clicking against the marble floor. The sound was too loud. It reminded me of the rhythm of the guards' boots on the metal tiers of Otisville.

Elena walked to my left. She kept her arms tight against her sides. Her fingers were interlaced, her knuckles showing white through her skin. She didn't look at the security guards or the people in suits rushing toward the elevators. She kept her gaze fixed on the floor three feet in front of her.

Silas didn't stop at the main desk. He walked straight to a bank of private elevators. He pressed a gold-plated button.

"The clerk is already upstairs," Silas said. He checked his watch. It was a platinum piece with a black leather strap. "We have twenty minutes before the first filing needs to hit the wire."

"You worked fast," I said.

"I don't lose time, Julian. Neither should you."

The elevator arrived with a soft chime. The interior was lined with wood panels. We stepped inside. The doors shut, cutting off the noise of the lobby. I saw our reflections in the polished wood. Silas stood tall, his shoulders broad under his custom suit. I looked thinner. My suit hung off my frame. My face was all angles and shadows. Elena stood between us, a small, pale figure caught in the middle.

We rose to the forty-fourth floor. When
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