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Prologue
The rain in Marseille did not wash the streets. It moved the dirt from one place to another. I stood in a narrow alleyway near the Old Port. The air was damp and smelled of salt and rotting fish. My leather shoes cost more than the car my driver used to get me here. I did not care about the shoes. I cared about the woman sitting on a plastic crate ten feet away.

She wore a brown coat that was three sizes too large. It had holes in the elbows and stains on the hem. She held a bottle of cheap red wine. Her fingers were wrapped in grey fabric that looked like it had been cut from an old shirt. I looked at the file in my left hand. The photo inside was five years old. It showed a girl with a violin. She had been the most talented musician in her generation. Now she looked at a puddle on the pavement.

I checked my watch. It was two o'clock in the morning. My lawyers in New York expected a signed marriage certificate in three weeks. The Starlight Protocol was a legal reality I could not ignore. My grandfather had written a will that required me to have a spouse of equal social standing to access the Vane family trust. Seraphina Thorne was the only woman who met the criteria. She was also dead. No one in the Shadow Court knew that fact except for the people I paid to stay quiet. I needed a replacement.

"Elara Vance," I said.

She did not move. I walked closer. The sound of my steps was the only noise in the alley. The harbor was quiet at this hour.

"I have a proposition for you," I said.

She looked up. Her eyes were green. They were also bloodshot. She looked at my suit. She looked at my face. She did not seem impressed.

"I don't have any money," she said. Her voice was raspy.

"I am not here for your money," I said. "I am here to give you mine."

I held out a plastic folder. It contained the contract. She did not reach for it. She gripped her wine bottle tighter.

"I know what happened in New York," I said. "I know about Marcus Thorne. I know about the night your career ended. I know about your hands."

She pulled her hands closer to her chest. Her expression did not change, but her shoulders moved up toward her ears.

"Go away," she said.

"One year," I said. "I need you to play a role. You will live in my house. You will attend social events. You will sign your name as Seraphina Vane. You will be seen in the right places with the right people."

She stared at me for a long time. She did not blink.

"Seraphina is in Switzerland," she said. "Everyone says she is at a private clinic."

"Seraphina is at the bottom of a lake near her father's estate," I said. "Marcus Thorne does not know I found her body. He thinks she ran away. If he finds out she is dead, he will use the Thorne legacy to claim my company. I will not let that happen."

Elara stood up. She was six inches shorter than me. She was thin. Her face was gaunt. She looked like she had not eaten a proper meal in weeks. She swayed for a moment before she found her balance.

"Why me?" she asked.

"Because you were her only friend when you were both students," I said. "And because you resemble her enough to pass. The public hasn't seen her in three years. With the right doctors and a new wardrobe, the Shadow Court will believe you are her."

"I am a drunk, Mr. Vane," she said. She knew who I was. "I haven't held a violin bow in three years. I cannot even hold a fork some days."

"I do not want music," I said. "I want a wife who stays silent and looks at me when the cameras are on us. I have five million dollars waiting for you in an account you can access the day the year is over."

She looked at the folder again. She reached out with her right hand. Her fingers shook. I saw the thick pink scars where the grey fabric ended. They were raised and uneven. I did not turn away from the sight. I needed her to see that I did not care about her injury.

"I can't play anymore," she said. Her voice was quiet.

"I have no interest in your talent," I said. "I am buying your cooperation. You will have a bed. You will have food. You will have a staff to take care of you. In return, you will follow my schedule. You will speak when I tell you. You will be an asset."

She looked at the trash piled against the brick wall. She looked at the dark water of the harbor. Then she looked at the black sedan waiting at the end of the street.

"I will do it," she said.

She took the folder from my hand. Her touch was cold.

"Good," I said. "The car is waiting. We leave for the airport in an hour. My staff will clean you up before we reach New York."

I turned and walked back toward the car. I did not look back to see if she followed. I knew she had no other choice. The alternative was a slow death in this alley. I had the tool I needed to secure my inheritance. The company would stay mine. The Thorne legacy would not touch the Vane estate.

I sat in the back of the car. A minute later, the door opened. Elara sat as far away from me as possible. She smelled of wine and damp wool. I looked at her reflection in the window. She was a mess of scars and bad memories. But she was my wife now. For one year, she belonged to me. I would make sure she didn't fail.

1. The Gutter and the Gold
I stopped at the edge of the puddle. The water was black and reflected the flickering neon sign of a bar three doors down. I looked at the GPS on my phone. The blue dot stayed fixed. This was the place.

The alleyway was narrow. It smelled of old grease and damp stone. I adjusted my cuffs. My suit cost more than the buildings on this street. I didn't care about the contrast. I only cared about the woman sitting on a plastic crate at the far end.

She wore a coat that was three sizes too big. It was stained. Her hair was a matted nest of blonde and gray. She held a bottle in one hand. The other hand was buried in her pocket. I knew what she was hiding. I had seen the medical reports from the night of the accident.

I walked toward her. My shoes made a distinct sound on the cobblestones. She didn't look up. She took a drink from the bottle. It was cheap wine. The kind that burned the throat and blurred the mind.

"Elara Vance," I said.

She froze. The bottle stayed at her lips for a second too long. Then she slowly lowered it. She didn't look at me. She looked at my shoes. She stayed silent.

"I know who you are," I said. I stood five feet away. I didn't want the filth from the wall to touch my sleeves. "And I know what you used to be."

She laughed. It was a dry, hacking sound. She finally looked up. Her eyes were bloodshot. There was a thin layer of grime on her forehead. But the bone structure was there. The high cheekbones and the straight nose of the Thorne bloodline. Even in the gutter, she looked like a ghost of the girl who had played at Carnegie Hall.

"I'm a drunk in Marseille," she said. Her voice was raspy. "If you want a show, go to the opera house. It’s six blocks that way."

"I don't want a show," I said. I reached into my inner pocket and pulled out a folder. It was sealed in plastic to keep it dry. "I want a wife."

She looked at the folder. Then she looked back at me. She took another drink. "You're lost. Or you're crazy. I don't care which. Leave."

I didn't move. I had spent six months tracking her. I had spent two million dollars to find the exact location of her latest binge. I wasn't leaving because she was being difficult.

"Seraphina Thorne is dead," I said.

Elara dropped the bottle. It didn't break. It rolled on its side, spilling red liquid into the dirt. She stared at me. The apathy in her eyes vanished. It was replaced by a sharp, focused fear.

"Shut up," she whispered.

"The world doesn't know," I continued. I took a step closer. "Your father kept it quiet. He’s been using old recordings and body doubles for public appearances. But he can't do it forever. The Vane family trust is locked. I need a wife of equal social standing to open it. Seraphina Thorne was the only option."

"She’s dead," Elara said again. She stood up. She was shaky on her feet. She leaned against the brick wall for support. "She’s been dead for three years. She's gone."

"And you are her twin sister," I said. "The one the world forgot. The prodigy who broke her hands and disappeared into the bottom of a bottle."

She pulled her hand out of her pocket. She wore a silk glove. It was grey with dirt. She held it up. The fingers were crooked. Even through the fabric, I could see the unnatural angles of her knuckles. Marcus Thorne had done his work well.

"I can't play," she said. "I can't even hold a fork some days. I'm not a Thorne. I'm nothing."

"I don't need you to play the violin," I said. I opened the folder. I held up a single sheet of paper. It was a contract. "I need you to wear a dress. I need you to sign your name. I need you to stand next to me for three hundred and sixty-five days."

She looked at the contract. The light from the bar caught the gold seal at the bottom. "Why me?"

"Because you hate Marcus Thorne more than I do," I said. "And because I am the only person who can give you the resources to destroy him."

She looked at the wine spilling on the ground. She looked at her gloved hand. The silence lasted for a full minute. I watched the clock on my wrist. Every second she hesitated was a second I spent in this filth.

"What happens after a year?" she asked.

"You get fifty million dollars," I said. "And a new identity. You can go back to being a ghost. But you'll be a rich ghost."

She stepped toward me. She smelled of stale alcohol and sweat. I didn't flinch. I watched her eyes. They were searching mine for a lie. She wouldn't find one. I didn't lie about business. And this was the biggest business deal of my life.

"You're Julian Vane," she said. She recognized me now. The name had finally registered through the fog of her intoxication. "The man who buys companies and guts them."

"I prefer the term restructuring," I said.

"You're a monster," she said.

"I'm a solution," I countered. "The street is cold, Elara. There's a car waiting at the end of the alley. It has a heater. It has clean clothes. It has a lawyer with a pen."

She looked back at her plastic crate. She looked at the trash piled against the wall. This was her life. A slow suicide in a foreign city. She had no pride left. She only had her anger.

She reached out. She grabbed the contract. Her hand shook. I didn't help her. I waited.

"I want it in writing," she said. "That you won't touch me. No sex. No physical contact that isn't for the cameras."

"Clause 4.2," I said, pointing to the middle of the page. "The marriage is non-consummated. We are business partners. Nothing more."

She read the line. She read it twice. Then she looked at me. A small, bitter smile touched her lips.

"You really are a robot, aren't you?" she asked.

"I am efficient," I said. "Are you coming?"

She didn't answer with words. She started walking. She stumbled once. I didn't reach out to catch her. She found her balance and kept going. She walked past the bottle of wine without looking back.

We reached the black SUV at the end of the alley. My driver, Marcus, opened the door. He didn't show any emotion when he saw her state. He was paid to be silent.

Elara paused at the door. She looked at the leather interior. She looked at the bottle of expensive water in the cup holder. She looked at her own hands.

"Once I get in this car, Elara Vance is dead," she said.

"Elara Vance died when those hands broke," I said. "Tonight, Seraphina Thorne returns to the world."

She climbed into the back seat. I sat on the opposite side. I didn't want her coat to touch my seat. I pulled out my phone and sent a one-word text to my legal team: Acquired.

The car pulled away from the curb. The lights of Marseille blurred through the tinted glass. Elara grabbed the water bottle. She opened it with her teeth. She drank the entire thing in seconds.

"There's a plane waiting at the airport," I said. "We will be in New York by morning. You will meet the medical team first. Then the stylists. We have three weeks to make you believable before the gala."

She leaned her head back against the headrest. She closed her eyes. "Do you have any more of that wine?"

"No," I said. "The drinking ends now. From this moment on, you are a Vane. You will be perfect. You will be sober. And you will be the most envied woman in Manhattan."

She didn't open her eyes. "I'm going to make you regret this, Julian."

"Regret is for people who didn't plan ahead," I said. "I've planned for everything."

I looked out the window. I didn't tell her the truth. I didn't tell her that I wasn't just buying a wife. I was buying a weapon. And weapons were meant to be used until they broke.
2. A Ghost in Silk
“Then prove it,” Elara said. She didn’t look at me. She kept her eyes on the floor of the SUV. “Prove you can plan for someone who doesn’t care if they wake up tomorrow.”

I didn’t answer her. I watched the way her thumbs traced the seams of her pockets. She was looking for a bottle that wasn’t there. The car turned onto the tarmac of the private terminal. The Gulfstream G650 waited under the floodlights. It was fueled and ready for the eleven-hour flight.

Marcus stopped the car at the base of the stairs. He got out and opened her door. Elara didn’t move. She stared at the stairs as if they were a mountain.

“The plane has a bedroom,” I said. “You will sleep. My staff has already stocked the galley with the specific nutrients your body needs to process the alcohol out of your system.”

“You mean a detox,” she said. She finally looked at me. The fluorescent lights made her skin look like gray paper. “Just call it what it is, Julian. You’re putting me in a cage.”

“A fifty-million-dollar cage,” I reminded her. “Get out of the car.”

She stepped out. Her legs were unsteady. She gripped the door frame to stay upright. I followed her. I didn’t touch her arm. I didn’t offer a hand. If she was going to be Seraphina Thorne, she had to learn to walk on her own again.

We boarded the plane in silence. The flight attendants knew better than to greet us with the usual champagne. They offered water and heated towels. Elara ignored both. She went straight to the largest seat in the cabin and collapsed into it.

As the engines started to whine, she began to sweat. Small beads formed on her forehead. Her hands, hidden in her pockets until now, came out. They were shaking. It wasn't a subtle tremor. It was a violent, rhythmic jerk of the wrists.

I sat across from her and opened my laptop. I had three merger files to review before we landed. I didn't look up when I heard her teeth chatter. I didn't look up when she let out a low, ragged breath.

“There are benzodiazepines in the medicine cabinet in the lavatory,” I said, my eyes on the screen. “Prescribed by my doctor. They will stop the seizures. They won't stop the craving.”

“I don’t want your pills,” she rasped.

“You will take them,” I said. “If you die of a heart attack over the Atlantic, it complicates my legal standing. You are an asset. I maintain my assets.”

She stood up. She had to use the seat backs to navigate the aisle. She stayed in the lavatory for twenty minutes. When she came back, the shaking had slowed, but her face was the color of chalk. She sat back down and stared out the window at the dark ocean below.

“Why her?” she asked after an hour of silence.

“Why Seraphina?” I asked. I closed the laptop. “Because she is the only person Marcus Thorne ever loved. And she is the only person who can unlock the Vane trust. The world thinks she’s been in a private sanatorium in Switzerland for three years. They expect her to be fragile. They expect her to be different. You fit the profile.”

“I’m a drunk with broken hands,” Elara said. She held them up. The scars were visible now under the cabin lights. They were jagged, thick lines of tissue that disrupted the smooth skin of her inner wrists and palms. “I’m not a socialite.”

“You were a prodigy,” I said. “You know how to perform. You know how to stand in front of a thousand people and make them believe you are in control. That is all I need.”

“I can’t play anymore,” she said. Her voice was flat. “He made sure of that.”

“Seraphina Thorne doesn't play the violin,” I said. “She paints. Or she did. You will learn her style. You will learn her history. You will learn the name of every person she went to school with. By the time we land, you will be her.”

I handed her a thick leather-bound folder. It contained three hundred pages of Seraphina’s life. Her favorite foods. Her political leanings. The way she took her tea. The names of her childhood pets.

Elara took the folder. She didn’t open it. She held it against her chest. “And when the year is over?”

“You take your money and you disappear,” I said. “You can buy an island. You can drink yourself to death in a villa in Tuscany. I don’t care what you do once the trust is unlocked.”

She leaned her head against the window. She didn’t speak again for the rest of the flight. She spent the hours memorizing the folder. I watched her out of the corner of my eye. She was disciplined. Every time her eyes started to close, she bit her lip until it bled to stay awake.

We landed at Teterboro at six in the morning. A black sedan was waiting. The air in New Jersey was cold and smelled of jet fuel. Elara shivered as she stepped off the plane. She was wearing the same thin coat she’d had in Marseille.

“The penthouse,” I told the driver.

We drove into Manhattan as the sun began to hit the glass towers. Elara looked at the skyline with a look of pure loathing. This was the city that had chewed her up and spat her out. Now, she was coming back as a ghost.

My penthouse occupied the top two floors of a building on 57th Street. It was a space of white marble, black steel, and glass. It was clinical. It was perfect. It was exactly what she hated.

Dr. Aris Sterling was waiting in the living room. He was a man in his sixties with a quiet manner and a medical bag that cost more than a mid-sized sedan. He didn't look surprised to see Elara’s state. He had been on my payroll for a decade.

“This is the patient,” I said, walking past him to the sideboard to pour a glass of water.

“She’s malnourished,” Sterling said, walking around Elara. He didn't touch her yet. He just observed. “Dehydrated. Tremors are present. The skin quality is poor.”

“Fix her,” I said. “I have a gala in twenty days. She needs to look like she’s spent three years in the Swiss Alps, not a gutter.”

“I need to see her hands,” Sterling said.

Elara hesitated. She looked at me, then at the doctor. Slowly, she pulled her hands out of her pockets. She laid them on the white marble kitchen island.

Sterling put on gloves. He picked up her right hand. He turned it over. He pressed his thumb into the center of her palm. Elara didn’t flinch, but her jaw tightened.

“The reconstructive surgery was botched,” Sterling said. “The tendons are fused to the scar tissue. There’s nerve entrapment in the ulnar distribution. She likely has constant tingling or numbness in these three fingers.”

“Can she hold a brush?” I asked.

“A brush? Yes,” Sterling said. “A violin bow? Never. The fine motor control is gone. The bones were never set correctly. It’s a miracle she can even make a fist.”

Elara pulled her hand back. She tucked it under her arm. “I’ve heard it all before.”

“Go to the guest suite,” I told her. “The staff has prepared it. Dr. Sterling will begin the IV vitamin therapy and the skin treatments. A stylist will be here at noon.”

“I’m tired, Julian,” she said.

“You can sleep after the IV is started,” I said. “Everything is on a schedule. We don't have time for your exhaustion.”

She looked at the floor. Then she turned and followed the housekeeper toward the hallway. She walked like a woman going to her execution.

I waited until the door closed before I looked at Sterling. “I want a full toxicology report. I want to know exactly what she’s been putting in her body. And I want the scars on her hands faded. I don’t want people asking questions about 'accidents' at the gala.”

“Fading them is possible,” Sterling said. “Removing them is not. They are too deep. They are permanent reminders of whatever happened to her.”

“Then we cover them,” I said. “Seraphina Thorne always had a penchant for silk gloves. It will be her new signature.”

I walked to the floor-to-ceiling window. Below, the city was waking up. The taxis looked like yellow ants. I could see the Thorne building three blocks away. Marcus Thorne was in there, thinking he had won. Thinking his daughter’s death was a secret he could take to his grave.

I checked my watch. I had a board meeting in
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