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Prologue
The bus driver did not look at me when I handed him my ticket. He did not look at me when I stepped down onto the cracked asphalt of the Oakhaven station. In this town, my reputation score was a zero. On the digital screen behind the ticket counter, my face did not appear among the citizens. I was a blank space in the local records. I was invisible.

I carried a single canvas bag. It held a change of clothes, a toothbrush, and my medical license. The license was a piece of paper. It had no power anymore. I could not use it to heal anyone. I could not even use it to get a job at a grocery store. To the people of Oakhaven, I was the woman who killed Elias Vane.

The air was cold. It carried the scent of salt from the coast. I walked three blocks to the police station. The buildings were made of gray stone. They looked heavy. People moved around me. They stepped off the sidewalk to avoid touching my shoulder. They knew my face from the news. They knew the story of the thirty-eight-hour shift and the patient who never woke up.

Inside the station, the air was warm and smelled of old paper. I stood at the front desk. Silas Vane sat behind the glass. He was a large man. He wore a uniform that looked tight around his neck. He was chewing on a green peppermint. I could hear the sound of it hitting his teeth.

He looked at my release papers. He did not rush. He moved his pen across the page slowly. He looked up at me. His eyes were small. He smelled of peppermint and stale tobacco. He was the Chief of Police. He was also the uncle of the man I was convicted of killing.

"Vance," he said. He did not use my first name. "You are back."

"I am on parole," I said. My voice was low. I had not used it much in three years.

"You have forty-eight hours to secure housing and a job," Silas said. He leaned forward. "If you fail, you go back. I will make sure the report is on time. Oakhaven does not have room for people who do not contribute."

"I have an assignment," I told him. "The parole board sent me to the industrial docks."

He laughed. It was a short, dry sound. "A surgeon scrubbing floors. It fits. Just stay away from the hill. Nobody wants to see you near the estate."

I took my papers back. My fingers were steady. They had always been steady. Even when the monitor in the operating room showed a straight line, my hands had not moved. I left the station and walked toward the waterfront. The sun was going down. The sky was the color of a bruise.

I found the room they assigned to me. It was above a warehouse. The walls were thin. The bed was a metal frame with a thin pad. I sat on the edge of it. I did not turn on the light. I watched the headlights of cars passing on the street below. I thought about the sound of the hospital. I thought about the way the air felt right before a heart stops beating.

The next morning, I was at the docks by five. I wore a gray jumpsuit. It was too big for me. The fabric was rough. I spent the day pushing a broom across concrete floors. I cleaned up oil spills. I emptied trash cans filled with metal scraps and old food. My back ached. My palms were red.

At noon, I sat on a wooden crate near the water. I ate a piece of dry bread. A car pulled up to the edge of the pier. It was a black sedan. The paint was faded and there was rust on the wheel wells. A man stepped out. He was tall. He wore a suit that was tailored well but showed wear at the cuffs.

He walked toward me. He did not walk like the other people in town. He did not look away. He kept his eyes on my face. His features were sharp. He had a permanent ink stain on his right index finger. He stopped three feet away from me.

I knew him. He was Julian Vane. He was the brother who stayed in the shadows while Elias was the star of the family. He was the man who had sat in the front row of the courtroom every day of my trial.

"Elara," he said. He was the first person to use my name in years.

I stood up. I held my broom in my right hand. "You should not be here, Mr. Vane. Your uncle told me to stay away from you."

"My uncle wants things to stay the same," Julian said. He looked at the gray jumpsuit I was wearing. He looked at my hands. "I want something different. I have been watching you for two days. You don't look like a killer. You look like someone who is waiting to disappear."

"I have already disappeared," I said.

"Not yet," Julian replied. He stepped closer. I could see the lines of exhaustion around his eyes. He looked like he had not slept in a long time. "I have a proposition. My father’s trust fund is locked. I cannot touch the money unless I am married. My family is falling apart. The estate is rotting."

I looked at him. I did not speak. I waited for the rest.

"I need a wife," he said. "Nobody in this town will touch me now that the Vane name is associated with a public tragedy. And nobody will touch you because they think you are a monster. We are both outcasts."

"You want to marry the woman you think killed your brother?" I asked.

Julian looked out at the ocean. His face was tight. "I want to survive. And I think you want to stay out of prison. If you marry me, you get a house. You get a name that people have to respect, even if they hate it. You get a life that isn't spent cleaning floors."

"What do you get?" I asked.

"I get the money," he said. "And I get to keep you where I can see you."

I looked at my hands again. They were covered in dust from the warehouse floor. I looked at the black sedan and the man standing in front of it. He was offering me a cage, but it was a cage with a roof and a lock. It was better than the one Silas Vane was preparing for me.

"I have rules," I said.

"I have a contract," he answered. He reached into his jacket and pulled out a folded piece of paper. "Read it. I will be back tomorrow at the same time."

He turned and walked back to his car. He did not look back. I stood on the pier and watched him drive away. The wind picked up. It was cold and sharp. I put the paper in my pocket and picked up my broom. I had more floors to clean, but for the first time in three years, I was not thinking about the hospital. I was thinking about the man with the ink-stained finger and the way he said my name.

1. The Scent of Bleach and Shame
The mop bucket hit the floor with a splash that soaked my sneakers. I didn't look up. Looking up invited eye contact, and eye contact in Oakhaven was a liability I couldn't afford. I pushed the grey water across the linoleum of the municipal lobby, my movements mechanical and rhythmic.

Behind the plexiglass of the reception desk, Mrs. Gable stopped typing. I could feel her stare. It wasn't a look of curiosity. It was the weight of a local social credit score of zero. In this town, I was a ghost that still occupied physical space, a reminder of a failure that had cost the community its golden boy.

"Vance," Mrs. Gable said. Her voice was thin. "You missed a spot near the umbrella stand."

I didn't answer. I turned the mop and moved toward the stand. My hands were rough, the skin around my knuckles cracked from the constant use of industrial cleaners. These hands used to hold a Scalpel. Now they held a wooden handle.

A woman in a yellow raincoat entered the building, her heels clicking on the tile. She saw me and immediately veered to the far side of the hallway, pulling her bag closer to her body as if my history of involuntary manslaughter was contagious. I kept my head down, focusing on the rhythmic friction of the mop against the floor.

"Elara Vance."

The voice didn't belong to Mrs. Gable. It was deeper, with a rough edge that suggested it hadn't been used for pleasantries in a long time.

I stopped moving. I knew that voice. I had heard it in the back of a courtroom three years ago, muffled by the sound of my own pulse. I looked up.

Julian Vane stood by the heavy oak doors. He looked different than he did in the newspapers. His suit was tailored but the cuffs were frayed. He held a leather portfolio in his left hand. On his right index finger, a dark blue ink stain marked the skin near the nail. His features were sharp, his cheekbones casting shadows across his face in the harsh fluorescent light of the lobby.

I gripped the mop handle tighter. My heart didn't race; it went cold. This was the man who had spent three years ensuring every parole board heard about my 'negligence.' This was the man whose brother had died under my hands.

"I’m working, Mr. Vane," I said. My voice was raspy from disuse.

"I can see that," he replied. He stepped forward. He didn't avoid me like the woman in the raincoat. He walked directly into my workspace, his polished shoes stepping onto the wet floor I had just cleaned.

Mrs. Gable was leaning over her desk now, her eyes wide. She was probably already reaching for the phone to call Silas Vane.

"You shouldn't be here," I said. I looked back at the floor. "It’s a violation of my parole to have contact with the victim’s family if it isn't incidental."

"This isn't incidental," Julian said. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a folded piece of paper. "I spoke with your parole officer, Miller. He’s a man who appreciates a direct contribution to his pension fund. He won't be filing any reports today."

I looked at him again. The ink stain on his finger twitching as he tapped the paper against his palm. He looked exhausted. There were lines around his eyes that hadn't been there during the trial.

"What do you want?" I asked.

"I have a proposition for you, Elara."

I felt a short, dry laugh climb up my throat. "The last time your family had a proposition for me, I ended up in a six-by-nine cell. I’ll pass."

I pushed the mop past his shoes, intentional and heavy. He didn't move.

"You live in a halfway house on 4th Street," Julian said, his voice quiet so Mrs. Gable couldn't hear. "The roof leaks. The woman in the next room is a heroin addict who steals your shoes when you sleep. You have forty-two dollars in your bank account. In three weeks, your temporary employment contract here ends, and because of your reputation score, no one else will hire you. When you fail to secure a job, Miller will send you back to finish your sentence."

He knew my life in numbers. He had been tracking me.

"Is this the part where you tell me you’re going to enjoy watching that happen?" I asked.

"Quite the opposite," Julian said. He stepped even closer. I could see the fine weave of his shirt. It was expensive, but old. The Vane fortune was a house of cards, or so the local gossip suggested. "I’m here to offer you a job. And a home."

I leaned my weight on the mop. "I’m a janitor, Julian. I’m sure the Vane Estate has plenty of dust, but I don't think you walked across town to hire a maid."

"I need a wife," he said.

I stared at him. The lobby went silent. Even the hum of the vending machine seemed to die out.

"You want to marry the woman who killed your brother?" I whispered.

Julian’s face didn't change. Not a single muscle moved. "My father’s will is specific. The trust for the estate does not move to the next generation until I am married for a period of at least one year. The banks are circling. The town is ready to tear the house down for a parking lot. I need a wife who has no leverage, no family to interfere, and every reason to stay quiet."

"You want a prisoner," I said.

"I want a partner in a business arrangement," he corrected. "You sign a prenuptial agreement that waives all rights to the Vane assets. In exchange, I provide you with a legal residence, a salary that exceeds your current earnings by ten times, and a reputation reset. As my wife, your social credit score is tied to mine. You become visible again."

I looked at his hands. He was clenching the portfolio so hard his knuckles were white. He hated this. He hated me. The intensity of his dislike was a physical presence between us.

"Why me?" I asked. "There are plenty of women in Oakhaven who would jump at the chance to be a Vane, even if the money is drying up."

"Those women have fathers who ask questions," Julian said. "They have mothers who want weddings. They have lives that matter. You have nothing. If you disappear into the Vane Manor, no one will come looking for you. And more importantly, you owe me."

He said it without anger. It was a cold statement of fact.

'You owe me.'

I looked at the grey water in my bucket. I thought about the room on 4th Street. I thought about the sound of the heavy steel door sliding shut at the state penitentiary. That sound lived in my bones.

"I’m not a surgeon anymore, Julian," I said. "I don't save things. I just clean up the mess."

"Good," he said. "There is a significant mess to clean up."

He held out the paper. It was a contract. Not a legal one, but a typed list of terms.

"If I do this," I said, my voice barely a breath. "I want a clause. After the year is up, you provide me with a recommendation and the funds to move to the West Coast. I want to leave Oakhaven. I want a new name."

"Agreed," he said.

I reached out and took the paper. My damp thumb left a smudge on the corner. Our fingers didn't touch, but the air between us felt charged, like the moment before a storm hits the coast.

"I need an answer by tomorrow," Julian said. He turned on his heel, his shoes squeaking on the wet tile. He didn't look back as he walked out of the heavy oak doors and into the bright, unforgiving daylight of the street.

I stood there with the mop in my hand and his list of terms in the other.

"Vance!" Mrs. Gable barked. "The umbrella stand!"

I looked at the spot I had missed. I looked at the paper. I folded it and tucked it into the pocket of my oversized work trousers. Then, I went back to the bucket.

I spent the next four hours cleaning floors, toilets, and windows. I watched the clock. Every tick was a reminder of the walls closing in. By the time my shift ended at six, my back ached and my lungs felt tight from the fumes of the bleach.

I walked out of the building and toward 4th Street. The town of Oakhaven was beautiful in the way a corpse is beautiful—preserved and cold. The Victorian houses sat on the hills like watchers.

When I reached my building, the smell of burnt grease and old carpet met me at the door. I climbed the stairs, my boots heavy. In the hallway, a man I didn't recognize was leaning against my door. He wore a cheap suit and a badge clipped to his belt.

"Elara Vance?" he asked.

"I’m not late for check-in," I said, stopping three steps away.

"I’m not Miller," the man said. "I’m Detective Silas Vane. Julian’s uncle."

He smelled of peppermint and stale tobacco. He didn't look like Julian. He was heavy-set, his skin sagging around his jaw.

"I heard my nephew paid you a visit today," Silas said. He stepped closer, crowding my space. "I’m going to make this very simple for you, Vance. You stay away from Julian. You stay away from that house. If you so much as breathe in his direction, I’ll find enough contraband in this room to put you away for twenty years. Do you understand me?"

I looked at the door to my room. It didn't even have a deadbolt.

"I understand," I said.

"Good girl," Silas said. He patted my cheek. His hand was clammy. "Oakhaven doesn't forget. And I don't forgive."

He walked past me, his heavy footsteps shaking the floorboards. I waited until he was gone before I entered my room.

I sat on the edge of the narrow bed. I pulled Julian's paper from my pocket.

I had two choices. I could wait for the town to swallow me whole, or I could walk into the lion’s den and hope I wasn't the only one with teeth.

I picked up the burner phone I used for parole check-ins. I dialed the number written at the bottom of Julian's list.

It picked up on the first ring.

"Yes?" Julian’s voice was sharp.

"I’ll do it," I said. "But I want the first month’s payment in cash. Tonight."

There was a long pause.

"I'll be there in ten minutes," he said.

I hung up. I looked at my hands in the dim light of the single bulb hanging from the ceiling. They were shaking. I wasn't sure if it was from fear or the first spark of something that felt like hope. Or perhaps it was just the bleach finally getting to me.
2. A Contract Signed in Lead
The engine of the black sedan cut out in the street below. I didn't move from the edge of my bed. I counted to sixty twice before the heavy front door of the halfway house groaned on its hinges.

Footsteps climbed the stairs. They weren't heavy and uneven like Silas's. These were measured. Deliberate. They stopped outside my door.

Julian didn't knock. He pushed the door open. He stood in the frame, his gaze moving from the water stain on the ceiling to the bucket of bleach I hadn't emptied yet. He looked out of place in a suit that cost more than the annual rent for this entire floor.

I stood up. My legs felt stiff from the hours spent scrubbing floors at the clinic. I walked to the small dresser and moved a stack of folded, oversized shirts to make room.

"Close the door," I said.

Julian stepped inside and shut the door. The click of the latch sounded final. He didn't look at me immediately. He walked to the window and stared at the street where his car was idling.

"My uncle was here," he said. It wasn't a question.

"He left ten minutes ago," I replied. "He told me he’d put me back in prison if I spoke to you again."

Julian turned around. He reached into his inner jacket pocket and pulled out a thick envelope and a folder. He placed them on the dresser next to my alarm clock.

"Silas is an officer of the law, but he isn't the law," Julian said. "He wants the estate sold to developers. He gets a cut if I fail to meet the terms of the trust. Our interests are aligned against him."

I looked at the envelope. I didn't reach for it. "I need to see the money first."

Julian flipped the flap of the envelope open. Inside were stacks of hundred-dollar bills. I had forty-two dollars in my bank account. This was more cash than I had seen since the day the police seized my assets and my medical license.

I picked up a stack. The paper felt crisp. I counted it quickly. Five thousand dollars.

"This is the first month," Julian said. "The rest will be deposited into a private account in your name once the marriage certificate is filed. You will have a monthly allowance of ten thousand for the duration of the year."

I put the money back. "And the contract?"

He opened the folder. He laid out three pages of single-spaced text. I leaned over the dresser, my hair falling across my face. I tucked a grey-streaked lock behind my ear and began to read.

It was a surgical document in its precision. Clause four: No physical intimacy without mutual consent. Clause seven: Elara Vance will reside at the Vane Estate for a minimum of three hundred and sixty-five days. Clause twelve: Public appearances are mandatory as requested by Julian Vane.

"You're a landscape architect," I said, looking up at him. "This reads like it was written by a prosecutor."

"I hired a firm in the city. No one in Oakhaven can know the details of this agreement," he said. He handed me a fountain pen. The metal was cool. I saw the ink stain on his right index finger.

I looked at the signature line. Elara Vance.

"If I sign this, I’m tied to you," I said. "Silas will come for me. He’ll use Miller, my parole officer. They’ll make my life a series of inspections and drug tests."

Julian stepped closer. He was tall enough that I had to tilt my head back. He didn't smell like the peppermint and tobacco of his uncle. He smelled of rain and old paper. He looked at my chapped lips, then at the scar on my palm where a shattered vial had cut me during the trial.

"Let them come," Julian said. "You’ll be a Vane by tomorrow afternoon. My uncle can bully a pariah. He can't touch my wife without starting a war with the probate court."

I thought about the bleach fumes. I thought about the four dollars and twenty cents I spent on a ham sandwich today because I was too tired to cook. I thought about the way the people in the grocery store looked through me like I was made of glass.

I pressed the pen to the paper. The nib dragged slightly. I signed my name on all three copies.

Julian
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