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Prologue
I stood in the center of the room on the third floor of my house. The walls were painted a light cream color. I had chosen the paint myself three years ago. I thought it would be a calm color for a child. Now, the room was empty of people. It only held furniture that had never been used.

There was a crib against the far wall. It was made of light oak. I had put it together by myself on a Saturday night while Julian was at a gala in Midtown. The mattress was still covered in clear plastic. When I touched it, the plastic made a sharp, crinkling sound. It was the only noise in the quiet house.

I reached into the pocket of my grey blazer. I pulled out a small piece of thermal paper. The edges were curled. The black ink had faded slightly over the last two years, but the image was still clear. It was a sonogram. I looked at the date printed at the top. It was the same week the divorce papers had been delivered to our apartment.

I remembered the hospital room. The floor was made of white linoleum tiles. I had counted forty-two of them while I waited for the doctor to come back. The air in the room was cold. Julian had not been there. He had been in a board meeting, deciding which parts of his company were no longer profitable. He had decided I was one of them.

I folded the paper and put it back in my pocket. I would not look at it again today. I had work to do.

Silas stood in the hallway. He did not come inside the room. He knew the rules of this floor. He wore a black suit that fit him perfectly. His hands were folded in front of him. He did not say anything until I turned around and walked toward the door.

"The car is waiting in the garage," Silas said. His voice was steady. "The traffic is light on the FDR Drive today."

I walked past him. I did not look back at the room. I pulled the door shut and turned the key in the lock. I kept the key on a thin gold chain around my neck. No one else had a copy. Even the people who cleaned the house were told to leave this door alone.

"Is he there yet?" I asked. We walked down the wide marble staircase. The heels of my shoes made a clicking sound on the stone.

"He arrived twelve minutes ago," Silas replied. "He is waiting in Boardroom A. He brought two lawyers and his Chief Financial Officer. They all look tired."

"They have spent the last forty-eight hours trying to stop the margin calls," I said. "They should be tired."

We walked out of the house and into the back of a black sedan. The leather seat was firm. I looked out the tinted window as we moved through the streets of Manhattan. Two years ago, I had lived in a small apartment in Queens. I had shopped for groceries with a budget in my head. I had spent my days waiting for Julian to come home so I could hear about a life I wasn't part of.

Julian Thorne had built Thorne Dynamics into a major tech firm. He had used my ideas for the user interface and my notes on the marketing strategy. He told me I was his partner in private. In public, he told the world he was a self-made man. When his board of directors told him he needed a wife with more social standing, he didn't hesitate. He signed the papers and left them on the kitchen table.

He didn't know that Elena Smith didn't exist. He didn't know that the woman he called 'plain' was the only daughter of Arthur Vance. I had wanted to see if he could love me without my father’s billions. I got my answer.

We pulled up to the front of the Vance Global building. It was a tower of steel and dark glass. The lobby was filled with people in expensive clothes. They all moved out of the way when they saw me. They didn't see a quiet wife. They saw the woman who held the debt of half the companies in the city.

I took the private elevator to the top floor. The doors opened with a soft chime. My assistant, Marcus, met me with a tablet in his hand. He looked at the screen as he walked beside me.

"The short-sellers are hitting Thorne Dynamics hard this morning," Marcus said. "The stock is down another six percent. If they don't get the funding today, the bank will seize their intellectual property by noon."

"Then we are right on time," I said.

I stopped at the double doors of the boardroom. I checked my reflection in the glass. My hair was pulled back into a tight bun. I was not wearing the glasses I used to wear. I was wearing a suit that cost more than Julian’s first car. I took a breath and pushed the doors open.

Julian was standing at the far end of the long mahogany table. He was looking at a map of his server farms on the wall. He turned around when he heard the door. He looked older. There were dark circles under his grey eyes. He looked like a man who hadn't slept in a week.

He saw me, but he didn't see me. He saw a representative of the Vance family. He saw his last chance to save his life's work.

"Ms. Vance," Julian said. He stepped forward and held out his hand. "Thank you for meeting with us on such short notice."

I did not take his hand. I walked to the head of the table and sat down in the leather chair. I waited for him to sit. He stayed standing for a moment, then slowly lowered himself into the chair opposite me. He was squinting at me. He was trying to figure out why my voice sounded familiar.

"I have reviewed your proposal, Mr. Thorne," I said. I kept my hands flat on the table. "It is a very expensive request."

"We have the growth projections to back it up," Julian said. He leaned forward. His voice was urgent. "We just need a bridge loan to get through the current liquidity crisis. Our new software is about to launch."

"I am not interested in a loan," I said. I reached into my folder and pulled out a contract. "I am interested in an acquisition. I want fifty-one percent of your company. I want full voting rights. And I want you to report to me directly for the next six months."

Julian blinked. He looked at the contract and then back at me. The confusion on his face was growing. He leaned in closer, searching my features.

"Do I know you from somewhere?" he asked. "You look like..."

"I look like the person who owns your debt," I said. I stood up and walked toward the window. I looked out at the city. "And you are out of time."

I heard him stand up. I heard his chair scrape against the floor. I didn't turn around. I knew exactly what he was seeing. He was seeing the ghost of the woman he had discarded, standing in a tower he could never afford to build.

1. The Ghost in the Boardroom
Silas stood by the heavy oak door. He checked his watch and then looked at me. His expression did not change. He had been with me through the transition from the woman in the small apartment to the woman in this office. He knew what this moment cost.

"He is in the lobby," Silas said.

I tapped my finger against the glass surface of the desk. The sound was sharp. I had spent two years preparing for this minute. I had rehearsed my breathing. I had picked out this navy suit because the tailoring was precise and the color was formal. It was a uniform for a version of me that Julian Thorne had never met.

"Bring him up," I said.

Silas nodded and stepped out. The door clicked shut. I looked at the empty chair across from me. For three years, I had sat across from Julian at a small wooden kitchen table. I had served him coffee. I had listened to him talk about his dreams for Thorne Dynamics. I had been Elena Smith, the wife who didn't ask for much. I had been the woman who stayed in the background while he climbed.

Now, the elevator chimed.

The double doors swung open. Julian walked in. He was looking down at a tablet in his hand, his thumb scrolling through a presentation. He wore a charcoal suit. It was well-cut, but the fabric looked thin. He stopped five feet from the desk.

"I appreciate the time, Ms. Vance," Julian said. He still didn't look up. "I know Vance Global doesn't usually entertain bailouts of this size, but the data breach was an anomaly. Our core intellectual property is solid. If we can secure the bridge loan, we can recover within two quarters."

"Sit down, Julian," I said.

He stopped speaking. His thumb stayed fixed on the screen. He slowly lifted his gaze. The recognition didn't happen all at once. First, his eyes swept over my suit. Then my hair, which was no longer the dull brown he remembered but a sharp, polished blonde. Finally, he looked at my eyes.

The tablet slipped from his hand. It hit the carpet with a dull thud. He didn't move to pick it up.

"Elena?"

His voice was thin. The confidence he had walked in with was gone. He looked at me as if I were a hallucination. His face was pale, and the lines around his eyes seemed to deepen in the harsh office lighting.

"The name on the door is Vance," I said. "You should read the letterhead more carefully before you come asking for a billion dollars."

Julian gripped the back of the leather chair. His knuckles were white. He didn't sit. He just stared. I saw his throat move as he swallowed. He looked around the room, taking in the original art on the walls and the view of the city from the forty-eighth floor.

"I don't understand," he said. "Elena, what is this? Where have you been? I tried to send the final settlement check to your last address, but it came back. I thought you..."

"You thought I had disappeared," I said. "That was the point. Elena Smith doesn't exist anymore. She was a fiction I created to see if a man like you could see a person instead of a stepping stone. You proved that she was invisible to you."

I opened a leather-bound folder on my desk and pulled out a document. I slid it across the glass. It stopped exactly in front of him.

"You aren't here to discuss your marriage, Julian. You are here because Thorne Dynamics is three weeks away from a forced liquidation. Your board of directors is ready to fire you. Your investors have stopped taking your calls. I am the only person in this city with the liquidity to save you."

Julian finally sat. He moved like an old man, his shoulders hunched. He didn't look at the document. He kept his eyes on my face.

"Why did you do it?" he asked. "Three years. We lived in that apartment for three years. You told me you were a waitress. You told me you had no family."

"I told you what you wanted to hear," I said. "You wanted a wife who made no demands. You wanted someone who would wait for you while you worked eighteen-hour days to impress people who don't even know your middle name. I gave you that. And when you decided you needed a steel magnate's daughter to get to the next level, you threw that away."

I leaned forward. I placed my hands flat on the desk.

"I am thirty years old, Julian. I am the sole heiress to the Vance Global Conglomerate. My father is Arthur Vance. Every penny you spent trying to build your company came from banks my family owns. You didn't build an empire. You built a house of cards on my land."

Julian looked down at the paper. His eyes scanned the title: Performance Agreement and Acquisition Terms.

"You want to buy fifty-one percent of the company," he said. His voice was more stable now, the shock being replaced by his professional instincts. "That’s a hostile takeover disguised as a bailout."

"It’s not a takeover if you sign it willingly," I said. "And you will sign it. Because if you don't, I will call the CEO of the Sterling Group the moment you walk out that door. I'll offer her the same deal. She’s been looking for a way to dismantle you for months."

Julian turned the page. He stopped halfway down.

"Clause four," he read aloud. "The CEO will report directly to the Chairwoman. The CEO will serve as a personal subordinate for a period of six months. All business and personal schedules will be subject to the Chairwoman’s approval."

He looked up. A flush of red was creeping up his neck.

"You want me to be your assistant?"

"I want you to learn what it’s like to be at someone’s beck and call," I said. "I want you to understand the value of the person who stands behind the desk. You ignored me for three years while I supported you. Now, you will support me. You will fetch my files. You will manage my calendar. You will be exactly what I tell you to be."

Julian stood up abruptly. The chair rolled back and hit the wall.

"This is a vendetta," he said. "You’re using a billion-dollar company to play a game because I divorced you? It was a business decision, Elena. The board—"

"Don't call me Elena," I interrupted. My voice remained steady. "And don't talk to me about business decisions. Giving me divorce papers forty-eight hours before I was supposed to tell you I was pregnant was a choice you made. Leaving me with a legal notice and a thousand-dollar settlement was a choice you made."

The room went silent. The hum of the air conditioning seemed louder. Julian’s mouth opened, but no sound came out. He stayed frozen, his hands hovering over the desk.

"Pregnant?" he whispered.

I felt a familiar, dull ache in my chest, but I didn't let it show on my face. I didn't tell him about the hospital room. I didn't tell him about the blood or the way the doctor looked at me when I said I had no one to call. That part of the story was mine. He didn't deserve to share the grief.

"The child didn't survive," I said. I stood up and walked to the window. I looked out at the skyline. "I spent the recovery period reclaiming my real name. My father wanted me back in the fold. I told him I would return on one condition: that I was given total control over the acquisition of Thorne Dynamics."

I turned back to face him. Julian was sitting again, his head in his hands. He looked broken. For a second, I saw the man I had loved. Then I remembered the coldness in his eyes when he told me he needed a wife who could 'open doors.'

"You have ten minutes to sign that agreement, Julian," I said. "If you sign, the wire transfer will hit your company’s account by noon. If you don't, I’ll see to it that you are barred from every venture capital office in North America. You’ll be back in that cramped apartment by the end of the month. Only this time, there won’t be anyone there to make your coffee."

Julian looked at the pen on the desk. It was a heavy, silver fountain pen. He reached for it. His hand shook slightly as he uncapped it.

"You hate me that much?" he asked without looking up.

"Hate requires an emotional investment I no longer have for you," I lied. "This is just a transaction. I am buying an asset. You are the asset."
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