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Prologue
The white silk felt heavy. It was a weight I was not built to carry. I stood in the center of the dressing room, surrounded by three mirrors that showed me every angle of a lie. I reached up and touched the lace at my throat. It was scratchy. It was expensive. It belonged to my sister.

I looked at my hands. I had spent an hour in the bathroom scrubbing them with a stiff brush. My cuticles were red and raw, but the faint blue stain of cobalt ink still lived in the creases of my skin. No matter how much makeup they put on my face or how they styled my hair, the ink remained. It was the only part of me that had not been covered by Elara’s life.

The door behind me opened. I did not turn around. I watched my father’s reflection appear in the mirror. Arthur Calloway looked older than he had three hours ago. The skin around his eyes was sagging, and his tie was slightly crooked. He did not look at my face. He looked at the way the dress fit my shoulders.

"The veil will hide the rest," he said. His voice was thick. He smelled of the scotch he kept in the globe bar in his office. "Are you ready?"

"She is not coming back, Dad," I said. My voice sounded thin in the high-ceilinged room. "I called her phone again. It went straight to a busy signal. She is in Switzerland. Or maybe France. She took the money and left."

Arthur stepped closer. He placed a hand on my shoulder. His grip was tight enough to bruise. "She took more than money, Rowan. She took the survival of this family. If you do not walk down that aisle, the bank moves in by Monday. The creditors are already at the gates. They do not want apologies. They want a merger."

I looked at his hand on my lace-covered shoulder. "You are asking me to commit fraud."

"I am asking you to save us," he corrected. He finally looked into my eyes. There was no affection there. There was only a desperate, calculating need. "Silas Vane is waiting in the chapel. He has the contracts signed. He is the only thing standing between me and a prison cell. You have her face. You have her height. Just say the vows. Sign her name. We will find her later."

"And then what?" I asked. "Do we swap back in a hotel room? Do I just disappear again?"

Arthur let go of my shoulder. He straightened his jacket. "We do what we have to do. You have spent twenty-seven years living off the Calloway name without contributing a single thing to it. Now is your chance to earn your keep."

He walked toward the door. He did not wait for me to agree. He knew I would follow. He had spent my entire life teaching me that my only value was my resemblance to the daughter he actually liked. I was the spare. The backup. The shadow that only existed when the sun hit Elara.

I picked up the bouquet of white roses from the vanity. They were cold. I followed my father out of the suite and through the long, quiet hallway of the estate. We did not use the main stairs. We took the service elevator down to the private chapel. This was not a wedding for the public. It was a transaction.

The air in the chapel was cold. It was a small, stone building at the edge of the property, built by my great-grandfather. It felt more like a tomb than a place for a beginning. There were no guests. There were no musicians. Only a man in a black robe stood at the altar, and next to him stood the man who was buying my family.

Silas Vane did not turn around as we entered. He stood with his back to us, his hands clasped behind him. He was taller than I expected. His suit was dark, tailored so perfectly that it made him look like a statue. He did not move until we reached the end of the short aisle.

When he turned, the air left my lungs. Silas Vane had a face that belonged on a coin. It was all straight lines and hard edges. His eyes were a pale, piercing grey that seemed to see through the heavy veil covering my face. He did not smile. He did not look like a man about to get married. He looked like a man watching a rival surrender.

My father took my hand and placed it on Silas’s arm. My fingers brushed the wool of his sleeve. He was warm, but his arm felt like iron. He didn't look at my father. He kept his gaze fixed on me.

"You're late," Silas said. His voice was deep. It had a rough quality that made my skin prickle. It was a voice that expected to be obeyed.

"The dress had a minor issue," my father lied. His voice was shaky. "But she is here now. Let us begin."

Silas did not look away from me. He leaned in just an inch. I could smell the faint scent of cedar on him. It was a dry, clean smell that felt out of place in the damp chapel. I felt my hand tremble on his arm. I tried to pull it back, but his hand came up and gripped mine. His palm was calloused. I felt a thin, raised scar run across his skin where it met mine.

"You seem nervous, Elara," he whispered. He said my sister's name like it was a word he didn't enjoy speaking. "That is a new look for you."

I did not speak. I couldn't. I looked down at our joined hands. My pale, ink-stained fingers were trapped under his. He was looking for my sister—the woman who laughed too loud and drank too much and never felt a moment of guilt in her life. He was looking for the girl who had spent the last decade mocking his family's downfall.

I bit my lip, a habit Elara never had. I saw his eyes drop to my mouth for a split second. A small frown appeared between his brows. He didn't let go of my hand. He gripped it tighter.

The priest began to speak. The words were a blur. I heard my father’s heavy breathing behind me. I heard the wind hitting the stone walls of the chapel. Silas Vane did not take his eyes off me. He watched me with a focused intensity that made me feel like I was under a microscope. He wasn't looking at a bride. He was looking for a flaw.

"Do you, Silas Vane, take this woman..."

I stopped listening. I looked at the scar on his hand. It was a jagged line. I wondered how he got it. I wondered if he knew that the woman he was marrying was currently halfway across the Atlantic with three million dollars of his money.

"I do," Silas said. The words were short. They sounded like a threat.

Then it was my turn. The silence in the chapel stretched. My father cleared his throat. I felt Silas’s fingers twitch against mine. He was waiting. I looked through the lace of my veil at the man I was about to deceive. If I did this, Rowan Calloway was dead. I would be a ghost in my sister’s house. I would be a prisoner in this man’s life.

"I do," I whispered.

I felt the weight of the lie settle into my bones. Silas didn't wait for the priest to finish. He reached out and flipped the veil back. I braced myself for him to see the truth. I braced myself for the anger.

But he just looked at me. His expression remained flat. He leaned down and pressed his lips to my cheek. His skin was hot.

"Welcome to the family," he said into my ear. His voice was low, meant only for me. "I hope you’re prepared for the cost of this wedding, Elara. I plan on collecting every cent."

He pulled away, his eyes scanning my face one last time. He didn't look happy. He looked like he had finally caught what he was hunting. As we turned to sign the registry, I looked at the pen in my hand. I looked at the line where Elara’s name was supposed to go. My hand shook, but I wrote the letters. I signed away my life with my sister’s name, using the hand that still carried the stain of my own art.

The contract was sealed. The trap was shut. And Silas Vane was looking at my ink-stained cuticles with a look of cold, growing realization.

1. The Three-Hour Warning
I was scrubbing cerulean blue oil paint from my cuticles when the door to my studio slammed against the brick wall. The vibration rattled my jars of turpentine and brushes. I didn't need to turn around to know who it was. The smell of expensive scotch and the heavy, rhythmic thud of Italian leather loafers always preceded my father.

Arthur Calloway didn't visit the industrial district of Queens. He didn't visit basement studios with flickering fluorescent lights. And he certainly didn't visit me unless the world was ending.

I kept my back to him, focused on the stubborn pigment under my fingernails. My hands were a mess. They were always a mess. My sister, Elara, had hands that looked like they belonged in a jewelry commercial. Mine looked like they belonged to someone who worked for a living.

"Get up, Rowan," my father said. His voice was thick, lacking its usual calculated polish. He sounded like a man who had spent the last six hours screaming into a void.

I turned slowly. He looked older than he had at dinner a month ago. His silver hair was disheveled, and his silk tie was loosened. He was holding a discarded rag I used for wiping palettes, staring at it with a look of pure disgust.

"I’m working, Dad. What do you want?" I asked. I wiped my hands on my apron, which was a mosaic of every color I’d used in the last three years.

"She’s gone," he said. He didn't look at me. He looked at a half-finished canvas on the easel. It was a portrait of a woman whose face was obscured by thick, vertical strokes of grey and black. "Elara left. She disappeared three hours ago."

I felt a dull thud in my chest, but I didn't move. Elara disappearing wasn't new. She was the golden girl of Calloway Global, but she was also a flight risk. She thrived on attention and vanished whenever the expectations became too heavy.

"She’ll be back," I said, reaching for a clean cloth. "She probably went to the Hamptons or took a last-minute flight to Paris. You know how she is. She wants you to panic so you’ll give her whatever she’s asking for this time."

Arthur finally looked at me. His eyes were bloodshot. "She’s not in the Hamptons. Her passport is gone. Her personal accounts are empty. And she has a wedding in three hours."

I stopped moving. The wedding. The merger. The final nail in the coffin of the Vane-Calloway blood feud. It was the only thing people in our circles had talked about for six months. Silas Vane, the man who had spent a decade trying to dismantle my father’s legacy, was supposed to marry my sister to solidify a peace treaty that neither side actually wanted.

"So call it off," I said. "Tell him she’s sick. Tell the press there’s a family emergency."

Arthur stepped toward me. He didn't stop until he was inches away. I could see the broken capillaries in his nose. "There is no calling it off. If this wedding doesn't happen today, the Vane group pulls their liquidity. Calloway Global will be in receivership by Monday morning. The creditors are already at the door, Rowan. Real creditors. Not the banks. People who don't care about the Calloway name."

I looked at him, really looked at him, and realized for the first time that my father was terrified. The King of Calloway Global was standing in my paint-splattered studio, shaking.

"What do you want from me?" I asked, though I already knew. The air in the room felt tight.

"You are her twin," he whispered. "Identical in every physical way. Same height. Same eyes. Same hair. If you put on that dress and walk down that aisle, nobody will know. Not today."

I let out a short, dry laugh. "You’re joking. Silas Vane isn't an idiot. He’s been negotiating with her for months. He’s seen her every day. You think I can just walk in there and play the part of a narcissistic socialite? I haven't seen Elara in weeks. I don't know her schedule, her friends, or how she handles him."

Arthur grabbed my upper arms. His grip was tight, painful. "You will learn. You’ve spent your whole life watching her. You’ve spent your whole life being the shadow. For once, step into the light and do something for this family. If the company goes under, I lose everything. Your studio, this building, your trust fund—it all disappears."

"I don't care about the money," I said, trying to pull away.

"You will care when you’re on the street," he snapped. "You will care when the people Elara owes money to come looking for a Calloway and find you instead. They won't care which twin you are. They’ll just see the face."

He let go of me and gestured toward the door. A black sedan was idling at the curb outside, the exhaust visible in the dim light of the alley.

"The dress is at the house," he said. "A team of stylists is waiting. They think they’re preping Elara. You’ll go in, you’ll keep your mouth shut, and you’ll let them fix your hands. You’ll wear the veil. It’s a private ceremony in the chapel. Low light. Brief vows."

"And then what?" I asked. My heart was hitting my ribs with a frantic, uneven rhythm. "I marry him, and then I just... stay her forever?"

"We find her," Arthur said. "We find her and we swap you back before he notices. It only needs to last a few days. A week at most. Silas is a workaholic. He won't be looking for flaws. He just wants the contract signed."

I looked around my studio. My paintings, my mess, my identity. It was all so small compared to the machine of Calloway Global. My father had never looked at my work. He had never complimented a single piece. To him, I was a spare part. A backup generator kept in a dusty basement in case the main power failed.

"Three hours," I said.

"Two and a half now," Arthur replied. He didn't wait for me to agree. He walked to the door and held it open.

I stripped off my apron and let it fall to the floor. I didn't grab a coat. I walked past my father and into the back of the car. The leather was cold against my skin.

The drive to the Calloway estate was a blur of grey highway and sirens. My father spent the entire time on his phone, barking orders, making sure the security detail was tightened, and ensuring no one entered Elara’s suite.

When we arrived, he led me through the service entrance. We bypassed the grand staircase where florists were pinning white orchids to the banisters. The smell of the flowers was thick and cloying. It reminded me of a funeral.

Inside Elara’s bedroom, three women in black uniforms were waiting. They didn't look at my face. They looked at my hands, my hair, and the clock.

"Fix her," Arthur said. He stayed by the door, a guard at his own daughter's prison.

For the next two hours, I was scrubbed, polished, and painted. They used chemicals to strip the blue ink from my cuticles. They used heat to straighten my hair into the sleek, mirror-like curtain Elara favored. They applied layers of foundation and powder until my skin looked like porcelain, devoid of the freckles I usually had from spending time in the sun.

Then came the dress. It was a structural masterpiece of silk and lace, so tight I could barely draw a full breath. It felt like armor.

I stood in front of the full-length mirror in the dressing room. I didn't see Rowan anymore. I saw the version of me that the world loved. The Golden Fraud. The woman who was worth billions.

"The veil," one of the stylists said, stepping forward with a cloud of sheer fabric.

"Leave it," I said. My voice sounded different—sharper, forced.

Arthur entered the room. He looked at me, and for a split second, I saw a flash of something that looked like pride. But it wasn't for me. It was for the success of the deception.

"Silas is at the chapel," he said. "The lawyers have the documents ready for signing immediately after the ceremony. Remember, Rowan. You don't speak unless you have to. You smile. You look at him like you’ve already won."

"I haven't won anything," I said.

He ignored me and checked his watch. "It’s time."

We walked down the back hallway and toward the private chapel on the edge of the estate. The sun was beginning to set, casting long, thin shadows across the stone path. My heels caught in the gravel, making me stumble. Arthur gripped my elbow, steadying me with a force that felt like a warning.

As we reached the heavy oak doors of the chapel, I saw a man standing in the shadows of the arched entryway. He was tall, his silhouette sharp against the dim interior light. He was wearing a black suit that looked like it had been carved onto his frame.

Silas Vane.

He wasn't looking at the altar. He was looking at the door. He was looking at me.

I felt a cold sensation start at the base of my neck and move down my spine. This wasn't a man who was easily fooled. He stood with his hands behind his back, his posture perfectly still. Even from twenty feet away, I could feel the intensity of his gaze. It wasn't the gaze of a groom. It was the gaze of a man watching a target.

"Don't look at his eyes," Arthur whispered.

But I couldn't help it. As we stepped into the chapel, Silas moved into the light. He was handsome in a way that felt dangerous—all sharp angles and cold intent. A thin, jagged scar ran across the palm of his right hand, visible as he reached out to adjust his cuff.

He watched me walk toward him. He didn't smile. He didn't look relieved. He looked like he was counting the seconds until he could finish what he had started.

I took my place beside him at the altar. The air between us was static. I could smell his scent—something clean and sharp, like cedar and cold metal. It was a far cry from the scotch and turpentine I was used to.

"You’re late, Elara," he said. His voice was a low, smooth baritone that didn't vibrate. It was flat, carrying a weight that made my stomach flip.

I didn't answer. I just looked at the priest, my hands shaking beneath the bouquet of white roses. The swap had begun, and as the first words of the ceremony echoed through the empty chapel, I realized I wasn't just saving a company. I was stepping into a trap I had no idea how to escape.
2. Vows of Deception
The priest cleared his throat. The sound echoed off the high stone walls of the chapel. He was a small man with thin hair and a voice that didn't match his stature. He looked at Silas, then at me, then back at his book.

"We are gathered here today in the sight of God," the priest began.

I didn't hear the rest. My focus was on the man standing three inches to my right. Silas Vane was perfectly still. He didn't fidget. He didn't shift his weight. He stood with his shoulders back and his eyes fixed on the priest's face. The air around him felt different than the air in the rest of the room. It was colder.

I looked down at the bouquet of white roses in my hands. My father had chosen them. They were expensive and scentless. My fingers were clamped around the stems so tightly that the green plastic wrap was digging into my palms. I forced myself to loosen my grip. Elara wouldn't be nervous. Elara would be bored.

"Silas Vane, do you take this woman to be your lawfully wedded wife?" the priest asked.

"I do," Silas said.

His voice was a low, steady frequency. It didn't have the upward lilt of a question or the soft tone of a vow. It sounded like a statement of fact. It sounded like he was checking a box on a list.

He turned his head then. His gaze moved from the priest to me. His eyes were a dark, unreadable gray. He didn't look at my dress or my hair. He looked directly into my eyes. I felt a physical urge to look away, to find my father in the front row, to find anyone else. I stayed still.

"And do you, Elara Calloway, take this man to be your lawfully wedded husband?"

The silence in the chapel stretched. I could hear the rhythmic ticking of a clock somewhere in the vestry. I could hear the faint whistle of the wind against the stained glass windows.

I felt my father’s stare. It was a heavy, suffocating pressure on the side of my face. If I didn't speak, the company died. If I didn't speak, the creditors came for us.

"I do," I said.

My voice came out thin. I cleared my throat and said it again, louder this time. "I do."

Silas reached out. He took my right hand in his. His skin was warm, a sharp contrast to the chill in the room. He didn't just hold my hand; he gripped it. His thumb pressed against the back of my knuckles. He felt the skin there. I had spent an hour scrubbing the ink stains from my cuticles before the ceremony, but I knew my hands weren't as soft as Elara’s. She didn't spend twelve hours a day holding charcoal and paintbrushes.

He slid a platinum band onto my finger. It was set with small, rectangular diamonds. The metal was cold. It was heavy. It felt like a physical weight pulling my hand down toward the floor.

I reached for the gold band on the velvet pillow held by the priest. My hand shook. I had to use both hands to pick it up. I took Silas’s hand. The scar on his palm was a pale, jagged line that ran from the base of his thumb to the center of his hand. It felt like a ridge of hardened plastic.

I pushed the ring onto his finger. He didn't help me. He stayed limp, letting me do the work. When the ring was in place, he didn't let go of my hand. He squeezed it once, a quick, sharp pressure that felt less like an embrace and more like a warning.

"I now pronounce you husband and wife," the priest said. "You may kiss the bride."

I froze. My father hadn't mentioned a kiss. I didn't think Silas would want to touch me more than necessary.

Silas didn't wait. He stepped forward, closing the small gap between us. He didn't put his arms around me. He reached up and lifted the veil. He moved it back slowly, exposing my face to the dim light of the chapel.

He leaned in. His face was inches from mine. I could see the fine lines at the corners of his eyes and the shadow of stubble on his jaw. He smelled like cedar and something sharp, like cold metal.

He didn't kiss my lips. He pressed his mouth to my cheek, just below my eye. His breath was warm against my skin.

"You're trembling, Elara," he whispered.

The way he said her name made my skin crawl. It was a low, predatory sound. He pulled back and looked at me. There was no affection in his expression. There was only a hard, focused curiosity.

"The lawyers are waiting," my father said.

Arthur was standing now. He wasn't smiling. He looked like a man who had just survived a car crash and was checking himself for broken bones. He motioned toward the small wooden table at the side of the altar.

Two men in dark suits stood by the table. They were holding leather-bound folders. These weren't wedding guests. They were the architects of the merger. They were here to make sure the transaction was finalized before the sun went down.

Silas led me to the table. He didn't offer his arm. He just walked, and I followed.

The first document was the marriage certificate. The priest signed it first, his hand moving in a quick, practiced scribble. Then he pushed the pen toward Silas.

Silas signed his name with a single, aggressive motion. He didn't read the document. He already knew what it said.

Then it was my turn.

I took the pen. It was a heavy, silver fountain pen. The ink was dark blue. I looked at the line labeled Bride.

I hadn't signed my own name in years. In the Queens studio, I signed my canvases with a stylized 'R' that looked like a bird in flight. But here, that name didn't exist. Rowan Calloway was a ghost.

I focused on the letters. E-l-a-r-a. I had practiced it on a legal pad in the back of the limousine until the motion was muscle memory. I signed the name. The ink looked wet and black on the white paper.

I felt Silas watching my hand. He was leaning against the table, his arms crossed over his chest. He was looking at the way I held the pen.

Next came the corporate documents. There were dozens of them. Pages of fine print detailing the transfer of assets, the assumption of debt, and the new board structure of Calloway Global.

"Sign here, and here, and at the bottom of page forty," one of the lawyers said.

I signed. My hand was starting to cramp. Every time I wrote Elara's name, I felt a sharp jab of panic in my chest. This wasn't just a costume. This was fraud. It was a legal trap.

When the last page was turned, Arthur let out a long, slow breath. He looked ten years younger. He walked over and put a hand on Silas’s shoulder. It was a gesture of forced familiarity.

"It's done," Arthur said. "The merger is official. The funds will be transferred to the creditors within the hour."

Silas moved his shoulder, dislodging Arthur’s hand. He didn't look at my father. He looked at the stack of papers.

"The marriage is official," Silas corrected him. "The rest is just paperwork."

He turned to me. "We’re leaving."

"Now?" I asked. "There's no... there's no dinner?"

"There is no one to eat with," Silas said. He looked around the empty chapel. "Our bags are already in the car. We have a flight to catch."

"A flight?" I looked at Arthur. He hadn't mentioned a trip. He had told me I would be staying at the Vane estate in the city.

"A short trip," Arthur said quickly. He wouldn't meet my eyes. "A honeymoon, of sorts. Just a few days to let the press settle down."

Silas didn't wait for me to agree. He turned and walked toward the chapel doors. His stride was long and impatient.

I looked at my father one last time. He looked back at me, and for a split second, I saw something in his eyes. It wasn't love. It was relief. He was glad to be rid of the problem. He was glad to be rid of me.

I followed Silas out of the chapel. The evening air was cold. The gravel crunched under my heels as I hurried to keep up with him.

A black sedan was waiting at the end of the stone path. The driver held the door open. Silas slid into the back seat without looking back.

I climbed in beside him. The interior of the car smelled like him—cedar and cold metal. The door
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