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AUTHOR'S NOTE

This book is not safe.

Tethered by Spite contains explicit sexual content, financial coercion, blackmail, severe power imbalance, psychological manipulation, praise and degradation dynamics, a morally black hero who does not ask for forgiveness, and a heroine who stops wanting him to. There is no rescue. There is no redemption arc wrapped in a bow. There is obsession, ownership, and the sick thrill of surrender.

If you need your heroes noble, close this book now.

If you need them devastating — welcome.

Reader discretion is advised. This novel is intended for mature audiences (18+).

"Pride is just debt no one's called in yet. Sooner or later, someone walks through your door with the exact price you swore you'd never pay — and you sign on the dotted line with steady hands."

— Marlowe Cross
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The Deed

The nib caught on the second signature line. A micro-snag in the linen paper, barely perceptible, but Silas felt it travel up through the barrel of the Montblanc and settle somewhere behind his sternum. Satisfying. The way a key feels when it finally catches the right tumbler.

"And here." Gerald Mott, Esq., slid a second sheet across the mahogany. His index finger tapped a yellow tab. "Transfer of title. Once this is recorded with the county, the building at 714 Spruce is yours."

Silas signed without reading it again. He'd read it six times already — twice at three in the morning with a glass of Lagavulin sweating on his desk, once more in the shower where the legalese mixed with steam until he could recite the parcel number from memory. Every clause, every contingency, every elegant little trapdoor built into the lease assignment. His attorney charged four hundred an hour. Worth every cent for a cage this well-constructed.

Gerald gathered the pages, aligned their edges with two precise taps against the desk, and slipped them into a manila folder. "I'll file with the recorder's office Monday morning. Discreet, as you requested."

"Discreet." Silas tested the word. Rolled it across his tongue like a pebble. "Meaning my name doesn't surface in any public record she could stumble across."

"Correct. The holding company — Thorne & Spruce LLC — will appear as the purchasing entity. She'd need a forensic accountant and a court order to trace it back to you." Gerald paused. Adjusted his glasses. "If you don't mind my asking, Mr. Thorne — why the layering? It's a commercial building in a town of nine thousand people. Not exactly a hostile corporate takeover."

Silas looked at him.

Gerald cleared his throat, closed the folder, and didn't ask again.

The law office smelled of printer toner and carpet adhesive — the synthetic, climate-controlled scent of transactions that alter lives without making a sound. No dust. No character. Nothing alive in the room except the two of them and the fern on the windowsill that was almost certainly fake.

Silas stood, buttoned his jacket with one hand, and crossed to the window.

From the second floor of Mott's office on Harbor Street, you could see straight down Spruce to the waterfront. Gray sky. Gray pavement. The Pacific pushing fog through the gaps between buildings like smoke through teeth. And there — sandwiched between the defunct cannery and a bait shop that sold more lottery tickets than tackle — sat Vance & Co. Antiques.

Her shop.

The awning sagged on the left side where a bracket had rusted through. One of the display windows had a crack sealed with clear packing tape — amateur, sloppy, the kind of fix that said I'll get to it next month twelve months in a row. A handwritten sandwich board on the sidewalk read OPEN in blocky chalk letters, slightly smeared by the mist.

She was inside. He couldn't see her from this angle, but he knew. Tuesday at two-fifteen. She'd be in the back, hunched over her workbench, sanding the veneer off some salvaged credenza she'd bought for forty dollars at a barn sale, convinced she could flip it for three hundred. She'd have her sleeves pushed past her elbows. Sawdust in her hair. A crease between her brows deep enough to park a secret in.

He knew her schedule better than she did.

Mondays: supplier calls she couldn't afford to return. Tuesdays and Thursdays: restoration work in the back room, door propped open with a cast-iron doorstop shaped like a rooster. Wednesdays: the farmer's market on Driftwood, where she hauled a folding table and a box of small finds — tarnished brooches, chipped Fiestaware, vintage postcards — and made just enough to cover her Wednesday night dinner at the Gull & Tide. Fridays she closed early. Sat on the fire escape behind her building with a beer she drank too fast and stared at the ocean like it owed her something.

Saturdays were foot traffic. Her best days. She'd wear that green sweater — the one with the fraying cuffs that hung past her knuckles — and actually smile at the tourists who wandered in looking for "charming local finds." Her smile when she talked about a piece she loved. The way her hands moved over a restored surface, tracing grain lines like someone reading Braille.

Silas pressed his thumb against the window glass. Left a print. Pulled back.

Obsession was a word people used when they didn't understand precision. What he felt for Hazel Vance was not obsession. Obsession implied irrationality. Chaos. A man pacing a room, pulling his hair, scribbling her name on walls. That wasn't him. What Silas had built was a system. Load-bearing. Every beam measured, every joint tested for stress. He had studied her debts the way a surgeon studies imaging before the first cut — her father's second mortgage, the unpaid vendor accounts, the property tax arrears that would trigger a lien by November. He knew the exact dollar amount of her ruin. Forty-one thousand, eight hundred and twelve dollars. A number so small it was almost insulting. He'd spent more on the rug in his office.

But he didn't want to write her a check. Anyone could write a check.

He wanted the look on her face when she realized the walls she leaned against belonged to him. Every floorboard she walked on, every nail in the plaster, every square foot of the roof that dripped on her inventory when the storms rolled through — his. Not the bank's. Not the county's. His.

And then he wanted to watch her decide what that information was worth.

Gerald was speaking again. Something about transfer timelines, insurance riders, a recommendation to inspect the building's plumbing before assuming liability. Silas heard none of it. His attention had snagged on a shape moving behind the cracked display window of Vance & Co.

There. A silhouette. She crossed from the back room to the front counter carrying something bulky — a lamp, maybe, or a mantel clock. Set it down. Stepped back. Tilted her head, assessing. Even from a hundred yards away, through glass and fog, he recognized the posture. Chin lifted. Shoulders squared. That stubborn, furious dignity she wore like armor over a body that was running on black coffee and rage.

She had no idea.

In seventy-two hours, a letter would arrive at her shop — certified mail, return receipt requested. The envelope would be white, the letterhead would be sterile, and the language inside would be perfectly legal and absolutely devastating. New ownership. New lease terms. Rent tripled. Thirty days to comply or vacate.

She would panic. Of course she would. She'd burn through every option — the credit union that had already declined her twice, the friends who avoided her calls, the SBA loan application that would take eight weeks she didn't have. Every door would close. Some because the math didn't work. Some because he'd made a phone call.

And when every corridor was sealed, when the walls had contracted to the width of a single room, she would do what cornered animals always do.

She'd come to him.

Not crawling. Hazel Vance didn't crawl. She'd come spitting and furious, her chin at that angle, her eyes doing that thing where they went bright and savage right before the tremor started in her hands. She'd demand to know why. She'd call him every name she'd been stockpiling for three years. And he would sit behind his desk, patient, immovable, and let her exhaust herself against the fact of him.

Then he'd make his offer.

Gerald extended his hand. Silas shook it without looking at him. Firm grip. Brief. The transaction was complete.

He took the stairs instead of the elevator. Pushed through the lobby door into the raw, salt-heavy air of Spruce Street. The fog had thickened. Visibility down to half a block. Somewhere to his left, the harbor bell clanged — a dull, rhythmic percussion that sounded, if you listened long enough, like a clock running out of patience.

Across the street, the lights in Vance & Co. glowed amber through the cracked window.

Silas adjusted his cuffs. Walked toward his gallery. Didn't look at her shop as he passed.

He didn't need to.

He owned it now.
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Dust

Hazel's knuckle split on the drawer pull at nine-fourteen in the morning.

Not a clean cut — a jagged little tear where the oxidized brass edge caught the skin between her index and middle finger. Blood welled up, a thin red crescent, and she watched it pool for a full second before pressing her thumb over it and swearing under her breath. The credenza she'd been working on — a 1940s walnut Heywood-Wakefield she'd pulled from a garage sale in Tillamook for sixty dollars — sat on her workbench like a patient on a slab. Three of the five drawer slides were seized with rust. The veneer on the left panel was buckling. Someone had painted the original hardware with thick gold spray paint, which was the kind of crime that made her jaw tight every time she thought about it.

She sucked the cut, tasted copper, and reached for the mineral spirits.

The back room of Vance & Co. Antiques smelled the way it always smelled — linseed oil, cedar shavings, the faint mineral bite of old lacquer, and beneath it all, a persistent dampness that no amount of ventilation could kill. The walls were bare drywall, never finished, still showing the pencil marks her father had made fifteen years ago when he'd sectioned off the retail floor from the workshop. His handwriting. Small, slanted, precise. Bench here. Shelving 36" from east wall. She'd considered painting over them once. Couldn't do it. Couldn't explain why, either, except that erasing his marks from this room felt like pulling stitches from a wound that hadn't closed.

The shop bell chimed.

Hazel wiped her hands on a rag that was already so stained it functioned more as a smearing device than a cleaning one, tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear, and pushed through the curtain into the front.

Empty.

The door had swung open on its own again — the latch was warped, had been since February, and the coastal wind liked to nudge it just enough to trigger the bell. She crossed the shop floor, stepping over a crate of unsorted estate-sale silverware, and pulled the door shut with both hands until the bolt caught. Through the glass, Spruce Street glistened under a low, colorless sky. Fog sat on the harbor like gauze on a wound. A couple in matching rain jackets walked past without glancing at the window display.

Tourist season didn't start until June. Two months out. Two months of empty mornings and afternoons where the only sound was the roof leaking into the bucket near the grandfather clock.

She checked the bucket. Half full. Dumped it into the utility sink behind the counter and set it back in position, centering it under the stain on the ceiling tile that bloomed a darker shade of brown every week. The plumber had quoted her eighteen hundred for a full patch. She'd laughed — not because it was funny but because the sound that came out of her mouth when she heard the number didn't have a better name.

Eighteen hundred. Her checking account held four hundred and eleven dollars. The shop had grossed twelve hundred last month. Rent was due in nine days: twenty-two hundred, plus the sixty-dollar late fee from March she still hadn't cleared.

The math was a fist around her chest, and it squeezed at the same time every morning.

She flipped the sandwich board from CLOSED to OPEN, even though the only customer she'd had before noon in three weeks was Dale Pumphrey, who came in every Tuesday to finger the vintage fishing lures and talk about his dead wife's porcelain collection he would never, ever sell. Dale was a sweet man. Dale had never bought a single item in four years.

Back at the workbench. Mineral spirits on a cotton pad, working the spray paint off the brass drawer pulls with small, circular motions. Underneath, the original patina was gorgeous — a deep, uneven bronze with hints of verdigris in the grooves. Her father would have called it honest wear. The phrase lived in her head in his voice, the way certain words do when you've lost the person who said them and the language becomes a haunted house.

Honest wear means a piece has lived, Hazel. It means someone opened that drawer ten thousand times. That's not damage. That's biography.

She worked the paint off the second pull. Then the third. The rhythm was meditative — pressure, rotate, lift, check. Her shoulders loosened by a fraction. The cut on her knuckle had stopped bleeding.

And then the bell rang again.

Not the wind this time. Footsteps. Heavy, deliberate, evenly spaced. The kind of walk that measured the room before entering it.

She didn't need to look up. The air changed when Silas Thorne walked into a space — not metaphorically, not poetically, but practically: the man wore a cologne that smelled like bergamot and cold money, and it preceded him by a full three seconds.

"Shop's open, I see." His voice carried from the front of the store, low and unhurried, the tone of a man who had never once been told to wait. "Bold choice, given the inventory."

Hazel set the cotton pad down. Flexed her cut hand under the bench where he couldn't see it. "I didn't realize you needed antiques, Silas. I thought everything in your gallery was already dead inside."

She pushed through the curtain.

He stood near the display window, hands in the pockets of a charcoal overcoat that probably cost more than her monthly rent. His gaze moved across her shelves — the mismatched Wedgwood, the deco floor lamp she hadn't priced yet, the walnut writing desk she'd been trying to sell for four months — with the slow, clinical appraisal of a man cataloging deficiencies.

"You've rearranged." His eyes landed on the writing desk. Lingered. "Moved the Eastlake mirror to the back wall. Hoping the desk catches more light from the window?"

"Hoping it catches a buyer."

"At that price?" He tilted his head toward the tag. "You're seven hundred over market for that condition. The inlay is lifting on the right panel."

"The inlay is original. 1880s. And I'm not taking pricing advice from the man who charges four thousand dollars for a reproduction Tiffany lamp and calls it curated."

Something shifted in his mouth. Not a smile — Silas didn't smile, not really. His lips rearranged themselves into a shape that suggested amusement the way a closed fist suggests a handshake.

"Curated sells," he said. "Dusty doesn't."

He picked up a small brass compass from the shelf near the door. Turned it over in his fingers. The movement was unhurried, possessive — the way you handle something you've already decided to take.

"Why are you here?" Hazel folded her arms. The cut stung against the fabric of her sweater. "Your gallery is across the street. You have your own dust to fondle."

"I had a cancellation. Thought I'd take a walk." He set the compass down, precisely where he'd found it, and looked at her for the first time since entering. "You look tired, Hazel."

Not you seem tired or are you okay? — a flat, diagnostic observation, delivered with the same inflection he'd use to note a chip in a porcelain glaze.

"And you look like you wandered out of a catalog for men who peaked in boarding school. Are we done with observations?"

"The roof." He glanced up at the ceiling stain. "Getting worse."

"Thanks. I hadn't noticed."

"You should get that fixed before it compromises the inventory. Water damage on that writing desk would drop its value to kindling."

"I'll add it to the list. Right after pay rent and don't murder my neighbor."

He held her stare for two beats longer than necessary. His eyes were a flat, mineral gray — the color of wet slate, of the ocean on a day too cold for swimming. She hated that she'd cataloged the color. She hated more that it surfaced unbidden every time he stood this close, which was always slightly closer than the situation required.

"Have a productive day, Hazel." He turned toward the door, paused, and ran one finger along the edge of the Eastlake mirror as he passed. "I'd lower the desk to twenty-two hundred. You need the sale more than you need the pride."

The bell chimed. The door closed. His cologne lingered for another thirty seconds, mixing with the linseed and the damp until the room smelled like a contradiction she couldn't name.

Hazel stood behind the counter, arms still folded, jaw clenched so tight her molars ached.

You need the sale more than you need the pride.

She picked up the pricing tag on the desk. Twenty-nine hundred, written in her own hand. The ink was fading. She'd written it four months ago, full of defiant optimism, certain the right buyer would walk in and recognize the value.

Four months. No buyer.

She put the tag back. Walked to the workbench. Sat down. Picked up the cotton pad and the mineral spirits.

Pressure, rotate, lift, check.

The bucket under the ceiling caught another drop. A soft, metronomic plnk that counted the seconds like a debt accruing interest.

By noon, she'd stripped all five pulls to bare brass. Beautiful work. Museum-grade restoration. The kind of detail her father would have held up to the light and nodded at — once, curtly, which from him was a standing ovation.

She photographed them for her website, which got an average of eleven visitors a day, nine of whom were bots.

The sandwich board stood on the sidewalk in the mist. OPEN. Nobody came in.

At four o'clock, she counted the register. Forty-six dollars — a tourist had bought a pair of vintage cufflinks and a postcard of the harbor from 1971. She entered the amount in the spiral notebook she used instead of accounting software because accounting software cost money and spiral notebooks cost a dollar nineteen at the drugstore.

The column of numbers looked like a medical chart for something terminal. Revenue trending down for seven consecutive months. Each figure smaller than the one above it, a staircase descending into a room she refused to look at directly.

She closed the notebook. Flipped the sign to CLOSED. Locked the warped door with both hands.

On the walk to her apartment — three blocks uphill, a one-bedroom above a laundromat that smelled perpetually of fabric softener and mildew — she passed Thorne & Associates Fine Antiques. His gallery.

Floor-to-ceiling glass windows, perfectly lit. Inside, a curated display of mid-century Danish furniture, art deco bronzes, and a Persian rug draped over a mahogany stand like a jewel on a velvet throat. Everything gleaming. Everything priced in the four and five figures. A world that existed on the same street as hers but in an entirely different economic atmosphere.

The lights were still on. Through the window, she could see his assistant — a quiet, efficient woman named Margot — wrapping something in acid-free tissue paper.

Silas was nowhere visible. Which meant he was in his office. Second floor. Corner window.

She didn't look up at the corner window.

She walked faster.

The fog swallowed her half a block later, and the lights of his gallery shrank to a warm, indifferent glow behind her.

Her knuckle had started bleeding again. She pressed it against her coat and kept walking.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 2

[image: ]




Appraisal

A man who understood value knew that the most important information lived in the margins.

Silas stood at the corner window of his second-floor office and watched Hazel lock her shop door, struggle with the deadbolt — it stuck, it always stuck, he'd watched her fight it a hundred times — and finally wrench it into place with a sharp twist of both wrists. She pulled the sandwich board inside, wedging it through the door frame at an angle because the board was slightly too wide and the frame was slightly too narrow and she had never once thought to simply fold the board's legs first.

He noted this. Filed it alongside every other inefficiency he'd observed in her operation — the unsorted crates, the inconsistent pricing, the website that looked like it had been built in 2009 and abandoned shortly after. Hazel Vance ran her business the way she ran her life: on instinct, on stubbornness, on the absolute refusal to ask for help from anyone who might actually provide it.

He'd admired that once. Briefly. The way you admire a structure before you identify the load-bearing flaw that will bring it down.

She turned left on Spruce and walked uphill toward her apartment. He tracked her until the fog absorbed her shape — first the details (the fraying hem of her coat, the slight hitch in her left stride where she favored the knee she'd twisted on the shop stairs last October), then the outline, then nothing. Gone. Dissolved into the gray.

He stayed at the window for another eleven seconds. Counted them. Then turned back to his desk.

His office was the opposite of everything below Hazel's leaking roof. White oak floors, matte finish. A single Eames lounge chair in black leather, angled toward the window. His desk — a restored George Nakashima slab, American black walnut, 1962 — held a laptop, a single pen, and the manila folder Gerald Mott had handed him that morning.

He opened the laptop. Pulled up the supplier directory for the Pacific Northwest Antiques Cooperative. Scrolled to the entry for Rennert & Sons, a family-run estate liquidation firm based in Astoria. Hazel's primary source for quality inventory. She'd built a relationship with old Morris Rennert over three years — showing up at his warehouse, coffee in hand, charming the man with her knowledge of period hardware and her genuine, almost childlike excitement over a well-preserved dovetail joint.

Morris liked her. Gave her first pick on incoming estates. Extended her net-thirty terms when everyone else paid cash on delivery.

Silas picked up his phone. Dialed a Portland number.

"Ed. It's Thorne." He leaned back. The chair didn't creak — it was engineered not to. "I want to lock in an exclusive supply agreement with Rennert & Sons, effective this quarter. Full estate lots, pre-auction. Name a retainer that makes them forget every other buyer on the coast."

A pause on the line. Ed Calloway was his acquisitions broker — a bland, efficient man who asked the right questions and none of the wrong ones.

"Rennert does maybe two hundred K in gross annually," Ed said. "A twenty-thousand-dollar retainer with a guaranteed purchase floor would make you their only call."

"Do it. And, Ed — keep my name administrative. Hazel Vance has a standing relationship with Morris. I want that relationship to dry up naturally, not explode."

"Understood."

He hung up. Set the phone facedown on the Nakashima slab. Looked at the folder.

Inside: the deed, the lease assignment, the holding company paperwork. Beneath those, a second set of documents he hadn't shown Gerald. Hazel's financial profile — not a formal credit report, nothing illegal, just the mosaic you could assemble from public records if you knew where to look and had the patience to look thoroughly. Property tax filings. Her father's probate records. The second mortgage Leland Vance had taken out eight months before his heart stopped in the back room of the shop, surrounded by the furniture he loved more than he'd loved solvency.

Leland had died owing forty-one thousand, eight hundred and twelve dollars. The mortgage holder — Pacific Coast Savings, a regional bank with exactly one branch — had been content to let the debt sit, accruing interest at 6.9 percent, because the building itself served as collateral and Leland's daughter was technically current on the minimum payments.

Technically. The financial equivalent of a man clinging to a cliff edge by three fingers and calling it a stable position.

Silas closed the folder. Pressed his palms flat on the desk. The walnut was cool and smooth under his hands — old wood, dense with decades of slow growth, the kind of material that absorbed heat without returning it.

He thought about Hazel's hands. Rough. Nicked. Stained with linseed and turpentine and the particular grime of someone who touched old things for a living. Her nails were never painted. Her cuticles were perpetually torn. This morning, he'd noticed a fresh cut on her right knuckle — a thin red line she'd tried to hide by folding her arms, but he'd caught it in the half-second before the sleeve covered it.

He noticed everything. Not because he chose to. Because his mind refused to stop indexing her.

Three years. That was how long this had been running — this silent, meticulous inventory of Hazel Vance. Since the day she'd walked into his gallery during a First Friday open house, mistaken one of his Danish modern chairs for a reproduction, and told him so. Loudly. In front of six paying customers.

"That's a Wegner knockoff," she'd said, pointing at a 1952 CH25 with original cord seat. "The joinery's too clean. Real Wegner has tool marks in the tenons."

She was wrong. Spectacularly, confidently, publicly wrong. He'd shown her the provenance documentation — original receipt, Hansen & Son workshop stamp — and watched her face cycle through surprise, irritation, and something that looked almost like respect before she buried it under a curt nod and walked out without apologizing.

He'd thought about her for three hours after that. Then three days. Then the thinking simply never stopped, and he recognized it for what it was — not attraction, not curiosity, but acquisition drive. The same neurological trigger that fired when he identified a piece of extraordinary value in a room full of junk. The impulse to possess. To remove from circulation. To install behind glass where only he could access it.

Margot knocked. Opened the door six inches. "The Lindquist estate appraisal is confirmed for Thursday. And the Coastal Arts Council wants to know if you'll sponsor the summer gala again."

"Confirm Lindquist. Decline the gala."

"They'll be disappointed. You sponsored the last three years."

"Their disappointment is not my concern."

Margot nodded — she'd worked for him long enough to recognize a closed door when she heard one — and pulled the office door shut behind her.

Silas opened his laptop again. Pulled up the county assessor's database. Typed in the parcel number for 714 Spruce Street — Hazel's building, his building now — and reviewed the tax history. Two years of late payments. Penalties accumulating at twelve percent annually. The county had filed a lien notice in January, which meant if Hazel fell behind one more quarter, the taxing authority could force a sale.

She didn't know about the lien. He was certain of this because if she'd known, the panic would have been visible — in her posture, her pricing, the speed at which she closed the shop. Hazel couldn't hide distress. She thought she could. She squared her shoulders, lifted her chin, sharpened her tongue, and believed the armor was seamless. But her hands trembled when she was scared, a fine vibration in the fingers that she controlled by gripping things — the edge of the counter, a drawer pull, her own wrists.

He'd mapped the tremor over dozens of observations. Frequency increased when she discussed finances with the bank. Amplitude was highest in the morning, before coffee, when the reality of her situation sat on her chest unmediated by caffeine or distraction.

This was not obsession. This was due diligence.

He closed the laptop. Stood. Walked to the window.

Her shop was dark now. The cracked display window caught the streetlight at an angle that made the packing-tape repair glow like a scar. Behind the glass, the shapes of her inventory were barely visible — the silhouette of the floor lamp, the bulk of the writing desk she'd overpriced by seven hundred dollars and refused to adjust because adjusting would mean Silas was right and being right was the one currency she would never let him hold.

He allowed himself a controlled exhalation.

In seventy-one hours, the letter would arrive. Certified mail. Return receipt. She would open it standing behind her counter — she always opened mail there, using a bone-handled letter opener that had been her father's, slicing envelopes with a quick, decisive stroke that was the most efficient thing about her entire operation.

She would read the first paragraph. Then read it again. The color would drain from her face in stages: forehead first, then cheeks, then lips. Her hands would start to shake. She'd set the letter down, press both palms flat on the counter, and stare at the middle distance for exactly as long as it took her pride to reassemble into something functional.

Then the chin would come up. And the planning would begin — frantic, insufficient, doomed.

He'd watch every stage. From this window, at this angle, with the patience of a man who had spent three years building a trap so precise it could be mistaken for strategy.

His phone buzzed. Ed Calloway. Rennert deal signed. Exclusive effective April 1. Morris didn't even haggle.

Silas read the message twice. Deleted it. Set the phone down.

One supply line severed. Quietly, cleanly, without a single traceable fingerprint.

He turned off the office lights. The room went dark except for the green glow of the laptop's charging indicator and the faint orange seep of the streetlamp through the window. In that half-light, the Nakashima desk looked less like furniture and more like an altar — a broad, unadorned surface built to hold things of consequence.

Seventy-one hours.

He could wait.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 3

[image: ]




The Notice

Fog pressed against the display window like a living thing, erasing the street in slow, deliberate strokes — first the harbor, then the bait shop, then the sidewalk, until Vance & Co. existed in a gray pocket of nothing, unmoored from the rest of the town.

Hazel didn't notice. She was on her knees behind the register, searching for the leak she could hear but not see — a faint, rhythmic drip somewhere in the wall cavity behind the baseboard that had started at six-thirty this morning and was slowly, methodically dismantling her sanity.

Drip. Drip. Drip.

She pressed her ear to the baseboard. The sound was inside the wall, traveling down from somewhere above — probably the same compromised flashing that fed the ceiling stain near the grandfather clock, but finding a new route through the building's aging skeleton. Water was patient. Water was relentless. Water would find every crack, every gap, every place where something had been sealed but not fixed.

Her phone buzzed on the counter. She ignored it. The credit union had called twice this week — not to offer money, but to remind her that her business line of credit had been frozen pending a review of her "repayment trajectory." The phrase made her mouth taste sour every time she replayed it. Repayment trajectory. As if her debt were a missile and the bank needed to calculate where the wreckage would land.

She stood, wiped her knees, and gave up on the leak. Some problems had to be endured rather than solved. Her father had believed that too, though she was beginning to suspect his version of endurance had looked a lot like denial — smiling at customers while the foundation crumbled beneath him, polishing beautiful objects in a building he couldn't afford, leaving his daughter a legacy that was half love letter and half trap.

The mail arrived at ten-fifteen.

She heard the slot clatter — the brass mail flap in the front door, original 1920s hardware, one of the few pieces of the building that still functioned as intended. A small stack landed on the floor. She gathered it without urgency: a flyer for the farmer's market, an overdue notice from the electric company she'd already arranged a payment plan for, a catalog from a vendor she could no longer afford.

And a white envelope. Heavy stock. Certified mail sticker on the front, green return-receipt card attached. No handwriting — just a typed label.

HAZEL VANCE D/B/A VANCE & CO. ANTIQUES 714 SPRUCE STREET CAPE HARROW, OR 97138

The return address was a Portland law firm she didn't recognize. Mott & Associates, LLP.

She carried the stack to the counter. Set aside the flyer and the catalog. Reached for the bone-handled letter opener — ivory grip, Sheffield steel blade, 1890s, her father's — and sliced the envelope with a clean stroke.

Inside: two pages. Heavy paper, embossed letterhead. Dense paragraphs of legal language, the kind written specifically to be understood slowly, each sentence a door that opened onto a worse room.

She read the first paragraph.

Dear Ms. Vance,

Please be advised that the commercial property located at 714 Spruce Street, Cape Harrow, Oregon, has been acquired by Thorne & Spruce LLC, effective as of [date]. As the new titleholder, Thorne & Spruce LLC is hereby exercising its right under Section 14(b) of the Oregon Revised Statutes to modify the existing lease terms...

She read it again.

...acquired by Thorne & Spruce LLC...

The name meant nothing. A holding company. Anonymous. She kept reading.

...monthly lease obligation is hereby adjusted to $6,600.00, effective thirty (30) days from the date of this notice. Failure to remit payment in full by the specified date will constitute a material breach of the lease, and the new titleholder reserves the right to pursue all available remedies, including but not limited to eviction proceedings under ORS 105.115...

Sixty-six hundred. Her rent had been twenty-two hundred. Tripled. Effective in thirty days.

Hazel set the letter down on the counter with exaggerated care, the way you set down something that might detonate. She pressed both palms flat on the wood. Stared at the wall behind the register — a wall covered in framed photographs of her father shaking hands with estate executors, posing beside a Chippendale secretary he'd restored in 1997, standing in front of the shop on opening day with a grin so wide it didn't look like it belonged on his normally reserved face.
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