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1. The Anniversary of a Murdered Love
I pulled the tweezers back, lifting a strip of scotch tape that had turned the color of nicotine.

The paper beneath was brittle. It was a 1974 land deed, one of the few pieces of Vance history that hadn't been shredded or 'lost' in a basement flood.

My fingers were stained with black pigment. The ink never really came off anymore. It stayed in the lines of my skin, a permanent map of the five years I had spent hiding in this workshop.

The doorbell rang. It was exactly ten o'clock.

I didn't move. I looked at the security monitor. A man in a charcoal suit stood on my doorstep. He held a legal subfolder. He didn't look like a courier. He looked like a threat.

I opened the door six inches, keeping the chain engaged.

"Elara Vance?" he asked. He didn't wait for me to speak. "I'm Marcus Thorne’s lead counsel. You’ve been named as a necessary party in a title correction for the Thorne Corporate District."

I felt a physical weight in my stomach. The Thorne name was a sound I had tried to delete from my vocabulary.

"I don't own any property," I said. My voice was dry.

"The land trust disagrees," the lawyer said. "There is a discrepancy in the 1974 filing. We need you at the Thorne Logistics headquarters at noon. If you don't show, we will file a motion to seize the assets in question by default."

He handed the envelope through the gap. I took it. The paper felt heavy, expensive.

I shut the door and locked it. My hands were shaking. I went back to my desk and stared at the 1974 deed I had been cleaning.

Thorne Logistics sat on four blocks of downtown. It was the heart of the city. If I had any claim to that land, it meant my father hadn't died a bankrupt failure. It meant the last five years of my life were based on a lie.

I changed into a black blazer. I scrubbed my hands, but the ink stayed under my nails.

I took a taxi to the Thorne Tower. I didn't look at the building as I approached. I kept my eyes on my own reflection in the window of the cab. I looked older. My face was thinner. My eyes were too wide, always scanning the people around me for a face I recognized.

The lobby of Thorne Logistics was a vault of white marble. I walked to the reception desk.

"Elara Vance for the land trust meeting," I said.

The receptionist didn't look up at first. When she saw the name on her screen, she stopped typing. She looked at me for three seconds too long.

"Floor forty-two," she said. "They’re waiting for you."

I took the elevator. I watched the numbers climb. Forty-two was the executive floor. It was where Julian’s office was.

The doors opened. The air was cold.

I walked toward the boardroom. I saw him through the glass.

Julian Thorne stood by the window. He was thirty-one now, and his hair was starting to turn silver at the temples. He was taller than I remembered. He wore a suit that probably cost more than my entire workshop.

He turned when I entered.

His expression didn't change. He didn't smile. He didn't look angry. He looked at me like I was a problem he had already solved.

"Elara," he said.

"Julian," I replied. I sat down at the far end of the long table.

There were four other men in the room. They were all lawyers. They had stacks of documents in front of them.

"Let's get this over with," Julian said. He sat down. He didn't look at me again. He looked at the papers.

"Miss Vance," the head lawyer said. "There is a signature on the 1974 merger that appears to be a forgery. Specifically, your grandfather's signature. If the signature is invalid, the transfer of the Vance land to the Thorne family was never completed."

I looked at Julian. "You've known this for five years?"

"We found it yesterday," Julian said. His voice was flat. "My mother was doing an internal audit. We want to settle this quietly. We will offer you a buyout for the perceived value of the land in 1974, plus interest."

"The perceived value in 1974?" I asked. "That land is worth billions now."

"You sold your soul for a lot less five years ago," Julian said. He looked up then. His eyes were dark. "I’m being generous."

"I didn't sell anything," I said. My heart was hitting my ribs. "I didn't take your money, Julian. I didn't sell those secrets to Halloway."

Julian laughed. It was a short, harsh sound. "We have the bank statements, Elara. We have the emails you sent from your personal account. We have the recording of you admitting it to me on the night you left."

I froze. "What recording?"

"The one from the hallway of your apartment," Julian said. "The one where you told me you were glad you did it. That you hated me and my family and that you wanted to see us burn."

I stood up. "I never said that. We didn't even talk in the hallway. You threw my bags out the door and told me to never come back. I didn't say a word to you."

Julian squinted. He leaned forward. "I have the audio, Elara. I’ve listened to it every year on this day just to remind myself why I let you go."

"Show me," I said.

The lawyers looked at each other.

"Julian, this isn't part of the meeting," one said.

"Show her," Julian ordered.

He pulled a tablet from his briefcase. He tapped the screen and slid it across the table.

It was a surveillance feed. The date at the bottom was five years ago today. The location was the hallway outside my old apartment.

I saw myself. I was wearing the red coat Julian had bought me for our anniversary. I was crying. Julian was standing in front of me.

On the screen, I opened my mouth.

"I took the money, Julian," the version of me on the screen said. "I gave them everything. I hope it ruins you."

I felt the blood leave my head.

"That’s not me," I whispered.

"It’s your face, Elara," Julian said. "It's your voice."

"I wasn't wearing that coat," I said. I looked at the date. "I lost that coat three days before the anniversary. I thought I left it at the dry cleaners. I was wearing a black jacket that night."

Julian stared at me. "You were wearing the red coat."

"No," I said. I grabbed my phone. I scrolled through my old photos. I hadn't deleted them. I couldn't.

I found the photo. It was a selfie I had taken in the mirror of the apartment ten minutes before Julian arrived that night. I wanted to see if I looked okay.

I was wearing a black leather jacket.

I pushed my phone across the table.

Julian looked at the screen. He looked at the date and time on the photo metadata. Then he looked at the tablet.

In the video, the red coat was bright. In my photo, the black jacket was unmistakable.

Julian’s face went white. He looked at the lawyer.

"Who provided this footage to the investigators five years ago?" Julian asked.

"It was pulled from the building's internal server," the lawyer said. "By your mother’s security team."

Julian stood up so fast his chair hit the wall.

"The building server?" Julian asked. "I own that building."

"Your mother manages the subsidiary that owns it," the lawyer clarified.

I looked at Julian. The room felt like it was spinning.

"I didn't say those things," I said. "I never said them."

Julian picked up the tablet. He played the video again. He zoomed in on my face.

"The frame rate," I said. I was a document restorer. I knew how to look for inconsistencies. "Look at the way my hair moves against the collar. It’s too smooth. It’s a digital overlay."

Julian didn't speak. He stared at the screen.

"Everything I thought I knew for five years," Julian whispered.

"Was a script," I finished.

I looked at the land deed on the table. The 1974 forgery. The fake video. The missing coat.

"Your mother didn't just want me gone," I said. "She wanted you to hate me so you'd never look into the Vance estate. She needed us to be enemies so we wouldn't realize we were being robbed."

Julian looked at me. For the first time in five years, the arrogance was gone. He looked terrified.

"Elara," he started.

"Don't," I said. I stood up. "You believed a video over the woman you loved for five years. You let them rewrite my life."

I turned and walked toward the door.

"Wait," Julian called out.

I didn't stop. I walked out of the boardroom and toward the elevators.

I had spent five years thinking I was a victim of a bad breakup. I was actually the victim of a corporate heist.

As the elevator doors closed, I saw Julian standing in the hallway. He didn't follow me. He was looking at his own hands, the same way I looked at mine when the ink wouldn't come off.

I realized then that the land deed wasn't the only thing that had been forged.

Our entire history was a fake.
2. The Ghost in the Document
The elevator doors shut. I watched my reflection in the polished steel. My fingers were stained with ink from the morning’s work. I didn't look at my face. I looked at the digital floor counter. 14. 12. 10.

I reached the lobby and walked past the security desk without a word. The air outside was humid. I didn't call a car. I walked three blocks, turned into an alley, and waited for five minutes. No one followed me. I did this every day. It was a habit born of a five-year-old fear I finally had a name for.

My studio was in the basement of a converted warehouse in the garment district. It was a space built for silence. I unlocked the three deadbolts and stepped inside. The room was filled with the smell of vinegar and isopropyl alcohol. I sat at my workbench and pulled the file I had taken from my father’s old study months ago.

I laid the 1974 deed under the high-powered microscope.

In the boardroom, the lawyer had called it a forgery. I needed to see the ghost in the paper. For five years, I had worked as a document restorer. I knew how paper aged. I knew how ink settled into fibers. I knew how to find the lie.

I turned on the UV light. The document glowed. I focused the lens on the seal of the city of Chicago. There it was.

Under 40x magnification, the paper fibers showed a specific fluorescence. I grabbed a chemical reagent from the shelf and applied a tiny drop to the corner of the page with a glass rod. The paper didn't turn yellow. It stayed white.

This paper contained Optic White B.

I sat back in my chair. Optic White B was a chemical brightening agent. It wasn't patented until 1982. This document was dated 1974.

Someone had gone to the trouble of sourcing vintage-style paper and mimicking 1970s typewriter fonts, but they hadn't accounted for the chemical composition of the pulp. My father’s land was stolen with a document created eight years after the fact.

A heavy knock sounded on the metal door. I didn't move. I reached into the drawer and wrapped my fingers around the heavy steel ruler I kept there.

"Elara," Julian’s voice came through the door. It was muffled but unmistakable. "I know you're in there. I saw the lights."

I didn't answer. I stood up and walked to the door. I looked through the peephole. Julian was standing in the hallway. He had discarded his suit jacket. His white shirt was unbuttoned at the collar. He looked like he hadn't slept in a week, even though only an hour had passed since we left the boardroom.

"Go away, Julian," I said.

"I found something," he said. "On the server. My mother’s private access logs. You need to see this."

I hesitated. Every instinct I had developed over the last five years told me he was the enemy. But the video had been a lie. The red coat was a lie.

I unlocked the door and pulled it open just enough to see him.

"You have two minutes," I said.

Julian didn't try to push his way in. He stayed in the hallway. He held out a tablet. On the screen was a spreadsheet. Rows of data, timestamps, and IP addresses.

"I went back to the office as soon as you left," Julian said. His voice was rough. "I bypassed the administrative locks on the security archives. My mother didn't just have that video forged. She has a folder named 'Project Heritage'. It’s three terabytes of data. It’s all about you, Elara."

I took the tablet from his hand. I scrolled through the file names.

'Vance_Surveillance_2019'. 'Vance_Financial_Interception'. 'Vance_Phone_Mirroring'.

I felt a physical weight settle in my stomach. "She was mirroring my phone?"

"For the last two years of our relationship," Julian said. "Every text you sent me, every photo you took. She saw it all before I did. She was editing the messages, Elara. That fight we had about your father’s medical bills? The one where you thought I told you to stop asking for money?"

I remembered that night. I had cried for hours. I had sent him a long, vulnerable email, and his reply had been a cold, one-sentence dismissal.

"I never sent that reply," Julian said. "I never even saw your email. I checked the outgoing logs ten minutes ago
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