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Prologue
The ink on the contract remained wet. I watched the black lines settle into the thick, cream-colored paper. Julian Vane did not look up from the document. He sat in a chair made of dark wood and polished leather. His left hand moved in a small, repetitive motion against the armrest. It was a rhythmic twitch that occurred every four seconds.

"Sign it, Sarah," he said. His voice was low. It did not contain a rise or fall in pitch.

I stood on the other side of his desk. I wore a grey wool skirt that reached two inches below my knees. My glasses were thick. They slid down the bridge of my nose. I pushed them back up with my middle finger. I kept my shoulders hunched forward. This posture made me appear four inches shorter than my actual height.

"The terms are clear," he continued. He finally looked at me. His eyes were a pale shade of grey. They did not show any sign of movement in the pupils. "This is a legal arrangement. You will receive the apartment in the city and a monthly allowance. In exchange, you provide the marital status required by the board for the merger."

I looked at the pen in his hand. It was a fountain pen with a gold nib. It was the same model my father used when he signed the bankruptcy papers in our library twenty years ago. I remember the sound of the rain against the window that night. I remember the sound of the gunshot that followed an hour later.

"I understand, Mr. Vane," I said. I kept my voice flat. I removed any trace of the accent I had acquired during my years at the university in London. I sounded like a woman who had spent ten years filing papers in windowless rooms.

"You will call me Julian when we are in public," he said. He stood up. He was six feet two inches tall. His suit was tailored to fit the exact measurements of his frame. There was not a single crease in the fabric. "The Vane Clause is a relic of the company’s original charter. It is an annoyance. You are the solution to that annoyance because you are predictable."

He moved toward the window. He looked out at the city. The Vane Group building was the tallest structure in the district. It sat on the land that once belonged to Aethelgard Shipping. My family had built the docks. We had built the warehouses. Now, Julian Vane stood on top of the ruins of my name.

"I am predictable," I repeated. I picked up the pen. The gold nib felt heavy in my hand. The weight was familiar.

I signed the name Sarah Doe. I had spent three years creating this identity. I had a bank account with a small balance. I had a rental history in a boring part of the city. I had a social security number that led to a dead end. Sarah Doe was a woman who did not exist until I needed her to.

Julian turned around. He did not look at the signature. He looked at my face. He stepped closer. I did not move. I did not breathe. He reached out and touched the frame of my glasses. He did not move them. He just held his finger there for a moment.

"You are a very quiet woman, Sarah," he said. "That is your best quality. My mother was never quiet. She was a loud, visible failure. You will be the opposite. You will be the ghost in this house."

I felt a physical sensation in my chest. It was not fear. It was a cold, steady pulse. He thought he was buying a ghost. He thought he was tethering a shadow to his life to satisfy a group of lawyers. He did not know that he had invited the owner of the house back inside.

"I will do exactly what is required," I said.

He pulled his hand away. He went back to his desk and picked up a second document. This was the non-disclosure agreement. It was thirty pages long. It outlined the penalties for speaking about our private lives. The fines were high enough to ruin a person like Sarah Doe for the rest of her life.

I signed that one too. I signed every page he put in front of me. I signed away my right to speak, my right to property, and my right to a future outside of his control. He watched every stroke of the pen. He looked satisfied. He saw a woman who was surrendering.

He did not see the way I memorized the security code he typed into his computer while I was signing. He did not see the small digital device hidden in the lining of my grey wool purse. He did not see the woman who had spent a decade waiting for this specific afternoon.

"The ceremony will be tomorrow at ten in the morning," Julian said. "The courthouse. No guests. Marcus Thorne will be the witness. You will wear something white. Not a wedding dress. Just a suit. Something that looks professional."

"I have a white blouse," I said.

"That will suffice," he said. He sat back down. He picked up his phone. I was no longer a person in the room. I was a completed task. A checked box on a list of corporate requirements.

I walked toward the door. My shoes made a soft sound on the carpet. I reached the handle and stopped. I looked back at him. He was already typing. His left hand was still twitching against the desk.

He was a man who needed control. He needed to own every variable in his environment. He had built a fortress of contracts and legal threats. He believed that money and documents were the ultimate form of power.

He was wrong. Information was the only currency that mattered. And I knew things about the Vane Group that even Julian had forgotten. I knew where the bodies were buried because my father had helped dig the holes before he was pushed into one.

I stepped out into the hallway. The air in the corridor was three degrees cooler than the office. I walked past the other assistants. They did not look at me. I was the invisible girl. I was the girl who brought the coffee and formatted the spreadsheets. I was Sarah Doe.

I got into the elevator. The doors closed. I looked at my reflection in the polished metal. I took off the glasses. I straightened my back. For three seconds, my true face appeared in the metal. My eyes were dark and wide. My jaw was set. I looked like my father. I looked like a Vance.

I put the glasses back on. I hunched my shoulders. The elevator reached the lobby. I walked out into the heat of the city. The transformation was complete. The marriage was beginning. The goddess was in the house, and she was going to burn it down from the inside.

1. The Invisible Contract
Julian Vane did not look up when I entered the room. His left hand rested on the edge of his desk. The index finger jerked once, then twice, a rhythmic twitch that broke the stillness of his posture. He was focused on a set of monitors that displayed fluctuating stock prices in red and green. I stood by the door and waited. I kept my chin tucked low. I felt the weight of my thick, plastic-framed glasses on my nose. I had chosen these glasses because they were too large for my face. They made my eyes look smaller and my expression more vacant.

“You’re late, Sarah,” he said. His voice was level. It had a dry quality to it, like paper being rubbed together. He still didn’t look at me.

“The elevator was held on the fourth floor, Mr. Vane,” I said. I made sure to pitch my voice higher than its natural register. I made it sound thin. I sounded like a woman who apologized for existing. “I can go back and finish the filing for the offshore accounts if you don’t need me yet.”

“Sit down.” He gestured to the chair across from him without looking.

I walked across the office. The carpet was thick and dark, absorbing the sound of my sensible, low-heeled shoes. I sat on the edge of the leather chair. I hunched my shoulders forward, letting my grey wool cardigan lose its shape. I looked at the desk. There was a black folder lying in the center of the glass surface. It had the Vane Group seal embossed on the front in silver.

Julian finally turned his chair. His face was symmetrical and pale. His dark hair was cut short and combed back with precision. He looked like a man who spent a great deal of money to ensure nothing about him was out of place. He leaned forward and tapped the folder with the tip of a gold pen.

“The Sterling Group merger is stalled,” he said. “The board of directors is citing the Vane Clause. They’ve decided that my personal life represents a risk to the long-term stability of the firm. They want a CEO who is married. They want to ensure I won’t move assets and leave the country if the merger doesn’t go their way.”

I kept my face blank. I knew about the Vane Clause. I had read the corporate charter two years ago when I first started working here as his assistant. I knew more about the Vane Group’s legal vulnerabilities than Julian did. I had spent my nights in a small apartment, surrounded by printed ledgers and stolen memos, waiting for this specific pressure point to ache.

“I understand, sir,” I said. “Should I contact the usual agencies? I can have a list of suitable candidates from the social register by tomorrow morning.”

“No.” Julian picked up the pen. He turned it over in his fingers. “I don’t want a woman from the social register. I don’t want someone with a family that has its own lawyers. I don’t want someone who will want to talk to me at dinner or expect me to care about her charity events. I need a wife who is already on the payroll. Someone who knows how to keep her mouth shut and follow a schedule.”

He pushed the folder toward me.

“Read it,” he said.

I opened the folder. The document inside was titled Marriage and Asset Management Agreement. My eyes moved over the lines of text. It was a business contract. It specified a duration of twelve months. It listed a payment of five million dollars to be paid into a blind trust upon the completion of a divorce. It detailed my responsibilities: I would live in the Vane estate, attend four public functions, and maintain a public image of domestic compliance.

“You want me to marry you,” I said. I let a small amount of breath escape my lips to simulate a gasp.

“It’s a transaction, Sarah,” Julian said. He stood up and walked to the window. He looked out at the city skyline. “You are invisible. You have no living relatives. You have no debt, but you have no real savings. You are the perfect candidate because you have nowhere else to go. I’m offering you five million dollars to play a role for one year. At the end of that year, you walk away. You’ll never have to work as an assistant again.”

I looked at his back. He didn’t see me. He saw a tool. He saw a solution to a board meeting. He didn’t know that my father’s name was once on the side of a building three blocks away. He didn’t know that his father had dismantled the Aethelgard shipping empire while I watched from the stairs of our old house. He didn’t know that I had spent the last three years erasing ‘Elara Vance’ and becoming the dull, efficient ‘Sarah Doe’ just to get this close to him.

“Five million dollars is a lot of money,” I said. I looked down at the paper. I felt a surge of something hot in my chest, but I kept my hands still.

“It’s a rounding error for this company,” Julian said. He turned back to me. “But for you, it’s a new life. Marcus Thorne has already reviewed the legality. The marriage will be civil and private. The announcement will go out to the board this afternoon. Do you accept?”

I reached for the gold pen on the desk. I felt the cold metal against my skin. I thought about the library where my father died. I thought about the smell of old books and the sound of the police sirens. I thought about the way the Vanes had smiled at the funeral while they planned the liquidation of our assets.

“I accept,” I said.

I signed the name Sarah Doe at the bottom of the page. My handwriting was cramped and small. It was the handwriting of a woman who didn't want to be noticed. I watched the ink dry on the paper. I felt the invisible weight of the contract settle around my neck.

Julian took the folder back as soon as I finished. He didn't thank me. He didn't smile. He checked his watch.

“Thorne is waiting in the conference room to notarize this,” Julian said. “Go back to your desk. Clear your schedule for the afternoon. My driver will take you to your apartment at four o'clock. You’ll have two hours to pack your things. You move into my house tonight.”

“Tonight?” I stood up. I straightened my skirt. “That’s very fast, Mr. Vane.”

“The merger vote is on Friday,” he said. He was already looking back at his monitors. “I don’t have time for a slow transition. From this moment on, you are not my assistant. You are my wife. Act like it.”

I walked out of the office. Marcus Thorne was standing in the hallway. He was a man with a soft face and eyes that moved too much. He held a briefcase against his chest. He looked at me with a mixture of pity and calculation. He had drafted the documents that would keep me under Julian’s control for a year. He thought he knew who I was.

“Congratulations, Sarah,” Thorne said. His voice was oily.

“Thank you, Mr. Thorne,” I said. I looked at the floor.

I walked past him and went to my small desk in the alcove outside Julian’s office. I sat down and looked at my computer screen. My hands were finally shaking, but not from fear. They were shaking with the realization that I was inside the walls.

I pulled up a private encrypted folder on my secondary drive. I looked at the list of Julian’s offshore holdings. I looked at the accounts he thought were hidden from the board and the regulators. I had been a shadow in this office for three years. Now, I was going to be a shadow in his bed.

I started to type a series of commands. I wasn't just Sarah Doe anymore. I was the architect of a collapse that had been ten years in the making. Julian Vane wanted a wife to prove he was stable. He had just invited the woman who was going to destroy him into the only place he felt safe.

I closed the folder when I heard Julian’s door open. He walked past me without a word. He didn't even glance at my desk. He was a man who lived in a world where people like me were part of the furniture. He didn't realize that the furniture was about to catch fire.

I began to pack my own desk. I put my stapler in a box. I put my extra pair of glasses in a case. I looked at the framed photo I kept there—a generic picture of a dog I didn't own. It was part of the mask. I left the photo on the desk. Sarah Doe wouldn't need it where she was going.

I walked out of the Vane Group headquarters at four o'clock. A black sedan was idling at the curb. The driver opened the door for me. He didn't say anything. He just waited for me to get in.

As the car pulled away from the curb, I looked up at the glass tower. It looked solid. It looked like it would stand forever. But I knew where the cracks were. I had signed the contract. I had accepted the domination. And now, I was going to start the divorce before the honeymoon even began.
2. A Suit of Grey Wool
The driver did not speak for the duration of the twenty-minute drive. I sat in the back of the black sedan and watched the city lights change to the dark shadows of the suburbs. The car turned into a private road. A set of black iron gates stood at the end of the path. They opened slowly. The tires made a crunching sound on the white gravel of the driveway. The Vane Estate was a three-story building made of grey stone. It had tall, narrow windows and a heavy wooden door. It looked like a fortress.

Julian was standing on the front steps. He wore a black suit and a white shirt without a tie. He held a phone in his right hand. His left index finger tapped against his thigh. He did not move as the driver opened my door. I stepped out onto the gravel. I adjusted my glasses. My grey wool suit felt heavy. It was a cheap fabric that I had bought specifically for this role. It made me look wider than I was. It made me look like a woman who did not care about the opinions of others.

"You are late," Julian said. He did not look at his watch. He already knew the time.

"The traffic was slow at the intersection," I said. I looked at his shoes. They were polished black oxfords. I could see the reflection of the porch lights in the leather.

"Do not let it happen again. I require
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