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Prologue
The fluorescent lights in the basement archive hum at a frequency that makes my teeth ache. I count the boxes. Thirty-two on the left rack. Forty-one on the right. I move the last crate onto the metal cart. My shirt pulls against the skin of my back. The thick, uneven tissue there doesn't stretch. It stays tight. It reminds me that I am here and that I am real.

I have worked as a temp for six months at Draycott International. Nobody speaks to me. I prefer it that way. I am a shadow in a grey dress. I have no family and no memories of my life before the age of seven. My life is a series of empty rooms and temporary contracts. I am a person without a history.

The heavy door at the end of the hall clicks open. A man walks in. He does not belong in the basement. He wears a grey suit that costs more than my annual salary. His hair is dark and cut short. His face is all sharp angles and hard lines. He looks tired. There are dark circles under his eyes, but his gaze is direct. It is the gaze of a man who owns the air I am breathing.

Caelan Draycott. I have seen him on the news. He is the man who runs this empire. He does not look like his photos. In person, he is larger. He fills the small, windowless room. He stops three feet away from me. He does not offer a hand to shake. He does not smile. He simply watches me.

"Lysandra Vale," he says. His voice is low. It has no inflection. It is a statement of fact, not a question.

I put the clipboard down on the cart. I keep my hands at my sides. They are shaking, so I hide them behind my skirt. I do not look away. I have learned that if you look away, people think they can delete you.

"Yes," I say.

He reaches into his jacket and pulls out a black folder. He places it on the wooden desk between us. He flips it open. On the first page is a medical report. On the second is a photograph. It is a picture of a little girl with bright eyes and a wide smile. She is standing in front of a building with a sign that says Saint Jude’s.

"Fifteen years ago, a fire destroyed that facility," Caelan says. "The world thinks everyone inside died. The Vire family lost their only heir that night. Her name was Seraphine."

I look at the girl in the photo. There is a shape to her jaw that I see in the mirror every morning. I feel a cold sensation in my chest. It is not fear. It is the feeling of a void starting to fill with something heavy.

"Why are you showing me this?" I ask. My voice is thin.

"Because of the Stability Clause," he says. He steps closer. He is close enough that I can see the texture of his silk tie. "The Draycott family trust is locked. I cannot move the assets or protect the company from a takeover unless the heirs are settled. The board requires a marriage to a stable partner to release the legal hold."

He points to the photo. Then he looks at my face. He doesn't see a person. He sees a solution to a math problem. He sees a key to a lock.

"You are not a temp, Lysandra. You are a biological match for the Vire estate. You survived the Saint Jude’s fire. You have the scars to prove it. You have been living as a ghost because it was safer for the people who started that fire."

I reach back and touch the ridge of the scar through my clothes. The heat of the memory—orange light and the sound of breaking glass—flashes in my mind. I push it down. I do not let it show on my face.

"You want me to pretend to be her," I say. "You want me to commit fraud."

"I want you to take what belongs to you," he corrects. "And then I want you to marry me. We sign the papers. You get a name. You get a legal identity that nobody can ever take away. You stop being a temp. You become a billionaire."

He produces a pen from his pocket. He sets it on top of the folder. He is not asking. He is waiting for the inevitable.

"What do you get?" I ask.

"I get control," he says. "I get the legal right to manage your assets as your husband. I get the stability the board demands. You will be my wife in every legal sense. You will live in my house. You will follow my protocols."

I look at the dark ink of the pen. I look at his tired, obsessive eyes. He is offering me a cage made of gold and legal documents. But I have been living in a cage made of dust and silence for fifteen years.

"If I do this," I say, my voice growing steady. "I want to know the truth about the fire. I want to know who put these marks on my back."

Caelan nods once. It is a business agreement. There is no warmth in it. There is only the cold weight of a contract.

"Sign the papers, Lysandra," he says. "And we will find out exactly what you were meant to forget."

I reach for the pen. My fingers touch his for a split second. His skin is cold. I pull the folder toward me and write my name. It is the last time I will ever use it.

1. The Girl with the Ash-Grey Eyes
I fed the third document into the scanner. The machine whirred, a flat, mechanical sound that filled the windowless room. The air in the archive basement stayed at exactly sixty-eight degrees to preserve the paper records. It made the skin on my arms prickle. I did not move to grab my sweater. I stayed focused on the stack of files. My job was to turn paper into data. It was a temporary position, one of three I held this month. I liked the work because the boxes did not ask questions. The files did not have faces.

A shadow fell across the scanner bed. It broke the steady rhythm of the fluorescent light. I did not jump. I did not turn around immediately. I finished the scan, waited for the green light to blink, and then looked toward the door.

Caelan Draycott stood there. I recognized him from the portraits in the lobby and the financial news segments that played on the elevator screens. He wore a grey suit. It was tailored so precisely that there were no wrinkles at his shoulders or elbows. He was taller than the doorway. He did not lean against the frame. He stood perfectly still. His eyes were the color of the concrete floor. They looked tired, but they did not move from my face.

"Lysandra Vale," he said. He did not make it a question. His voice was low and lacked any specific inflection.

I shifted my weight to my left foot. I held a stack of invoices in my hand. "The archives are closed to the public after six. If you need a file, you have to submit a request through the digital portal."

Caelan walked into the room. He did not look at the boxes or the rows of steel shelving. He walked until he was three feet away from me. He placed a manila folder on the edge of the metal desk. The folder was thick. It was held together by a heavy rubber band.

"You have been a temp for four years," Caelan said. "Before that, you were a ward of the state in three different foster homes. Your records begin at age seven. There is no birth certificate. There is no record of your parents. Your DNA is not on any public or private database."

I set the invoices down. My palms were dry. I wiped them on my slacks. I did not speak. I had learned a long time ago that when people have information, they want to use it. If I stayed quiet, they used it faster.

Caelan reached out and flipped the folder open. He did not look at the documents. He kept his eyes on me. "You are a glitch, Lysandra. You exist in the margins of the system. You have no history, which means you have no weight. You move from one place to another, and when you leave, nobody notices you were there."

I looked down at the folder. The first page was a photograph. It was old. The edges were singed. It showed a young girl with dark hair and a small, pointed chin. She wore a white dress. Behind her, a building was visible. I recognized the architecture. It was the Vire Biotech facility.

"That is Seraphine Vire," I said. My voice was steady. "She died in the Saint Jude’s Fire fifteen years ago. Everyone knows that."

"The death was never confirmed by forensic evidence," Caelan said. "The heat of the fire was high enough to incinerate bone. They found a hairbrush. They found a shoe. They did not find a body. Her father’s estate has been sitting in a locked trust ever since."

He turned the page. It was a medical report. It described a girl brought into a free clinic two days after the fire. It mentioned a jagged scar across her shoulder blades. It mentioned retrograde amnesia.

I felt the scar on my own back. It was a thick line of raised tissue. It started at my left shoulder and ended near my spine. I never looked at it in the mirror. I knew the shape of it by touch alone.

"Why are you showing me this?" I asked.

"Because of the Stability Clause," Caelan said. He stepped closer. I could smell his soap. It was a plain, clean scent. "The Draycott family and the Vire family were partners. My father signed the contracts that built that facility. Under the legal framework of the trust, the Vire inheritance cannot be liquidated or accessed unless the heir is married to a board-approved guardian. The board has already approved me."

I looked at the photograph of the girl again. "I am not her."

"The records say you could be," Caelan said. "The timeline matches. The physical markers match. More importantly, I have the resources to make the DNA match the profile the board requires. You want a place that is permanent. You want to stop being a shadow. I want the trust to remain under Draycott control."

He reached into his jacket and pulled out a single sheet of paper. It was a marriage license. It was already signed by him. There was a blank line next to his name.

"This is a fraud," I said.

"This is a transaction," he corrected. "I provide you with a name. I provide you with a history and a legal identity that cannot be erased. You provide the signature that satisfies the clause. You will live at my estate. You will attend the necessary functions. You will never have to work a temporary job again."

I thought about my apartment. It was a single room with a mattress on the floor and a suitcase that stayed packed. I thought about the recurring nightmare I had every Tuesday night. I saw orange light. I felt heat. I heard a sound like glass breaking.

"What happens if I remember something else?" I asked. "What if I'm not who you want me to be?"

Caelan’s expression did not change. He did not smile. He did not try to look kind. "Then we will make sure your memory matches the requirements. I have a specialist, Dr. Korrin. She works with people who have gaps in their history. She will help you fill them."

I looked at the blank line on the paper. I looked at the man in the grey suit. He was not offering me a home. He was offering me a cage with a better view. But a cage had walls. A cage stayed in one place. I was tired of disappearing.

I picked up a pen from the desk. It was a cheap plastic ballpoint. My fingers were cold. "You don't care who I actually am."

"I care about the asset," Caelan said. "Right now, you are a liability. If you sign that, you become the most valuable asset in the city."

I leaned over the desk. I wrote my name on the line. I didn't write Seraphine. I wrote Lysandra Vale.

Caelan watched the ink dry. He took the paper and folded it. He did not thank me. He did not touch my hand.

"Pack your things," he said. "A car will be at your address at six tomorrow morning. Do not be late. We have a lot of work to do before the board meeting."

He turned and walked out of the archives. He moved with a heavy, rhythmic stride. I stayed in the room. The scanner was still on. The green light blinked. I looked at the photograph of the girl in the white dress. She looked back at me with eyes that were exactly like mine.

I reached behind my back and felt the scar through the fabric of my shirt. It was cold in the basement. I turned off the scanner. The room went dark except for the light from the hallway. I realized I had not asked him about the fire. I had not asked him why his father was the one who signed the orders for the facility.

I walked to the door. I saw the silhouette of a man at the end of the long corridor. He was standing by the elevator. He was watching me. It wasn't Caelan. This man was shorter. He wore a dark coat. When he saw me look, he stepped into the elevator and the doors closed.

I stood alone in the hallway. I had a name now. I had a husband. I had a billion dollars waiting for me in a vault. And for the first time in fifteen years, I felt like someone was trying to kill me.
2. The Audit of the Unclaimed
The elevator doors clicked shut. I stood in the middle of the archive corridor, the sound of the motor humming behind the steel panels. The man was gone. I hadn't seen his face, only the cut of a dark coat and a stature shorter than Caelan’s.

I looked back at the archive room. The green light on the scanner continued to pulse. My name was on that paper. Lysandra Vale, the girl who didn't exist, was now legally tied to a man who viewed me as a line item on a balance sheet.

I didn't wait for the elevator to return. I took the stairs. My legs felt heavy by the time I reached the street level. The humidity of the city hit me, but it didn't take away the chill from the basement. I walked three blocks before I looked behind me. Nobody was there. Just the usual late-shift workers and the glare of streetlamps against the pavement.

I went back to my apartment. It was a single room above a dry cleaner. I had a suitcase, two pairs of jeans, three shirts, and a coat that was losing its lining. I didn't have photos. I didn't have souvenirs. When you don't know where you came from, you don't keep things that remind you of where you’ve been.

I packed in ten minutes. I sat on the edge of the mattress and waited for the sun to come up.

At five-fifty, a black sedan pulled up to the curb. The driver didn't get out. He didn't honk. He just sat there. I grabbed my bag, locked the door, and left the key on the counter. I wasn't coming back.

The drive took forty minutes. We left the city grid and moved into the hills where the trees were manicured and the gates were made of reinforced steel. The Draycott estate wasn't a house; it was a fortress of glass and white stone. It sat on a ridge looking down at the valley, isolated and silent.

The gates opened with a low mechanical whine. We pulled up to a circular driveway. The front door opened before I even stepped out of the car.

Caelan was standing in the foyer. He wore a different grey suit, but the expression was the same. He looked at his watch.

"You're five minutes early," he said.

"The traffic was light," I replied. I gripped the handle of my suitcase. The marble floor was so polished I could see my own reflection, distorted and pale.

"Leave the bag. Arthur will take it to your quarters," Caelan said. He turned and started walking. He didn't wait to see if I followed.

I followed. We went past rooms filled with furniture that looked like it had never been sat on. Everything was white, grey, or chrome. No dust. No clutter. It felt like walking through a high-end hospital.

We reached a wing of the house that was blocked off by a keypad-locked door. Caelan punched in a code. The lock chirped. Inside, the aesthetic changed. The walls were padded with acoustic foam. There were monitors mounted on the walls and a reclining chair in the center of the room that looked like it belonged in a dentist's office.

A woman stood by a metal tray, organizing glass vials. She wore a white lab coat over a black dress. Her hair was pulled back so tight it made her eyes look startled.

"Lysandra, this is Dr. Sable Korrin," Caelan said. "She is a specialist in neuro-mapping and memory recovery. She will be overseeing your transition."

Dr. Korrin didn't smile. She walked over to me and held my chin. She turned my head left, then right. Her fingers were cold and smelled of rubbing alcohol.

"The bone structure is a ninety-eight percent match to the Vire lineage," Korrin said, her voice flat. "The eye color is correct. The scar on the back—Caelan told me about it. I need to see it."

"Not now," Caelan said. "We have a schedule. Does the equipment work?"

"The sensory tank is ready. The chemical triggers are prepped," Korrin said. She looked at me. "You have a complete blank before age seven?"

"Yes," I said. I pulled my chin away from her grip.

"That’s not a blank," Korrin said. "That’s a suppressed file. The brain doesn't just delete seven years of data. It locks it. We are going to break the lock."

I looked at the chair. There were leather straps on the armrests. "Caelan said we were faking the recovery. He said I just needed to provide the DNA."

Caelan stepped closer. He was tall enough that I had to tilt my head back to look at him. "The board isn't composed of idiots, Lysandra. They will bring in their own doctors. If you don't have some semblance of Seraphine’s memories, the DNA won't be enough. They’ll claim you’re a high-level fraud. To get the trust, you have to believe you are her. And for you to believe it, you need to see what she saw."

"And if I see things that don't fit your story?" I asked.

Caelan’s grey eyes narrowed. "Then we will adjust the narrative. Dr. Korrin is very good at editing."

He checked his watch again. "I have a board meeting. I’ll be back at six. Do exactly what the doctor tells you. Don't leave this wing."

He walked out. The heavy door clicked shut behind him. I was alone with Korrin and the chair.

"Sit down," Korrin said. She picked up a syringe. "This is a mild sedative. It helps with the rapid-eye-movement phase. We’re going to start with the fire. It’s your most consistent anchor."

"I don't want to go back there," I said. My pulse was starting to jump in my throat.

"You don't have a choice. You signed the contract," Korrin said. She pointed to the chair. "Sit. Now."

I sat. The leather
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