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Prologue
I sat in the basement office of the Municipal Pension Fund. The clock on the wall said 3:00 AM. The fluorescent lights made a low humming sound. On my monitor, the spreadsheet for the South Port expansion project showed a three-million-dollar gap.

The money had moved through an account named Obolus. It stayed on the ledger for six seconds and then vanished. I refreshed the screen. The numbers were gone. I checked the server logs. No record of the transaction existed in the system.

I leaned back in my chair. The plastic creaked in the quiet room. My eyes were dry from staring at the data for ten hours. I knew the calculation was correct. I had checked the intake forms against the outgoing wire transfers five times. I grew up in foster homes where I had to count every cent to make sure I wasn't being cheated. I knew how to find the missing pieces.

The security camera in the corner of the room pointed at me. A small green light stayed steady. Vane Surveillance handled the security for the entire building. I looked at the lens. I felt the air from the vent hit my neck. I pulled my oversized gray sweater closer to my body to hide my frame. I never liked being watched, but in this city, privacy was a luxury I could not afford.

My phone vibrated on the wooden desk. No caller ID appeared. I did not answer it. I watched the screen as a new file appeared in my private folder. I had not created it. I moved the mouse and opened the file.

It was a photograph. I was sitting at my desk. The photo was taken from the angle of the wall camera. The timestamp showed it was taken one minute ago. A chat window opened at the bottom of the screen.

'You found the leak, Elara,' the message said.

I stood up. My heart beat fast against my ribs. I walked to the door. I turned the handle, but it did not move. It was locked from the outside. I went back to the computer. The cursor blinked on the screen.

'Who is this?' I typed.

'The person who will keep you alive,' the reply came.

The lights in the basement went out. The only light came from the blue glow of my monitor. A shadow moved past the frosted glass of the office door. I grabbed my bag and stood still in the dark. I didn't breathe. I listened to the sound of my own blood in my ears.

I heard the electronic lock click. The door opened. A man stood in the doorway. He wore a charcoal suit that looked like it cost more than my entire education. The light from the hallway was behind him. I could not see his face. He stepped into the office.

He walked toward me. He did not make any noise on the tile floor. He stopped three feet away from my desk. He held out his left hand. A circular burn scar was visible in the center of his palm. It was raw and distinct against his pale skin.

'Your apartment is being searched right now,' he said. His voice was low and steady. 'Your mentor, Arthur, was found dead ten minutes ago. The police are calling it a heart attack.'

Arthur was fifty years old. He ran marathons every weekend. He did not have heart attacks. He was the only person who had ever treated me like I mattered. He was the one who taught me how to audit the world.

'You are lying,' I said. I backed away until I hit the edge of the desk.

'I am Julian Vane,' he said. 'I do not lie about facts. You have two minutes before the men who killed Arthur arrive at this office. You can stay here, or you can come with me.'

I looked at my monitor. The Obolus file was deleting itself. The lines of code moved too fast to stop. All the evidence was disappearing. Everything I had worked for was being erased.

'Why are you helping me?' I asked. I didn't trust him. I didn't trust anyone.

'I need your auditing skills,' Julian said. 'And I need a wife to satisfy a clause in my father's estate. If we marry, my legal team will provide protection. You will be my wife on paper. In return, I will give you the resources to find out what happened to Arthur.'

He did not move toward me. He did not try to touch me. He just waited. Outside, I heard the sound of a heavy vehicle pulling into the loading dock. The engine rumbled through the pipes in the wall. The men from the video feed were here.

I looked at his scarred hand. I looked at the camera on the wall. I knew my life was not the same as it was an hour ago. I was trapped, and this man was the only exit.

'Okay,' I said.

'Sign this,' Julian said. He placed a single piece of paper on the desk. It was a marriage contract. It looked like a merger agreement.

I picked up a pen. I signed my name at the bottom. Julian took the paper and put it in his jacket. He turned and walked toward the back exit that led to the utility tunnels.

'We are leaving,' he said.

1. The Auditor's Ghost
I stared at the cursor. It blinked against the spreadsheet on my second monitor. The rhythmic movement was the only thing happening in the Municipal Pension Fund office at three in the morning.

I hit the refresh key. The $42 million discrepancy did not vanish. It sat in the ledger for the Port Reconstruction Project, labeled under a sub-header I had never seen before: Obolus.

I pulled my oversized wool sweater tighter around my shoulders. The office air conditioning was always set too low for people who didn't wear suits. I tapped my fingers on the desk.

Forty-two million dollars had moved through an encrypted gateway in less than six minutes. There was no physical record. There was no corresponding bank ID. It was a digital hole in the city’s budget.

I picked up my desk phone and dialed Arthur. He was my mentor. He was the one who taught me how to find the money that people tried to hide. He didn't answer. I listened to the ring tone until it cut to his voicemail.

I tried his cell phone. It went straight to a busy signal. This was not normal. Arthur stayed up later than I did. He usually sat in his home office with a glass of scotch and a stack of physical bank statements.

I looked back at my screen. The spreadsheet flickered. A row of data vanished. Then another. The $42 million entry disappeared. The entire Obolus sub-header was gone.

I grabbed my mouse and tried to click the undo button. The screen turned white. A dialogue box appeared in the center of the monitor. It said: 'Access Denied.'

I pulled the power cord from the back of the tower. The screen went black. I needed to get to Arthur’s house. He had the hard keys for the municipal server backups.

I grabbed my bag and ran for the elevators. The hallway was dark. The motion-sensor lights didn't turn on when I passed them. I used the stairs instead.

I drove to Arthur’s small house in the suburbs. I did not see any other cars on the road. The street was quiet. I parked on the curb and walked to his front door.

It was unlocked. I pushed it open and stepped into the hallway. The smell of copper was heavy in the air. I walked toward the study.

Arthur was at his desk. He was slumped over a stack of papers. A glass of scotch sat next to his right hand. It was still half full. His eyes were open. He was not breathing.

I did not scream. I walked to the desk and checked his pulse. His skin was cold. I looked at the papers under his arm. They were blank. Every sheet of paper in his office was white.

I backed away from the desk. I heard a car engine outside. I didn't wait to see who it was. I went out the back door and climbed the fence into the neighbor's yard.

I drove back to my apartment with my hands tight on the steering wheel. My chest felt tight. I needed my passport. I needed the cash I kept under the floorboard in my closet.

I reached my building and took the stairs to the fourth floor. I put my key in the lock. It turned easily. The door was already unlatched.

I stepped inside and flipped the light switch. The living room was empty. My couch was gone. The television was gone. The rug I bought three years ago was gone.

I ran to the bedroom. The bed was gone. The closet was open and my clothes were missing. The floorboard where I kept my money had been pried up. The space underneath was empty.

I stood in the center of the room. I had nothing. My job was gone. My mentor was dead. My home was a shell of concrete and white paint.

'You are forty-six minutes late, Elara.'

A man sat in the only piece of furniture left in the apartment. It was a folding chair placed in the corner of the kitchen. He wore a charcoal suit that fit his frame perfectly. He had dark hair and eyes that did not blink.

'Who are you?' I asked. My voice was steady despite the fact that my legs felt weak.

'Julian Vane,' he said. He stood up. He was tall. He moved with a precision that made me stay near the door.

'You killed Arthur,' I said.

'No,' Julian said. 'I am the reason you are still alive. The people who took your furniture and your files are currently looking for you at the precinct. They expect you to report the death.'

He walked toward me. He stopped three feet away. He held out his left hand. A large, jagged burn scar covered his palm. It looked old.

'You found the Obolus protocol,' he said. 'That was a mistake. You are now a liability to the city council and their silent partners.'

'I can go to the feds,' I said.

'The feds are on the payroll,' Julian said. 'Your bank accounts were closed ten minutes ago. Your social security number has been flagged for fraud. You don't exist anymore.'

I looked around my empty apartment. The reality of the situation was a physical weight. I had spent my life building a wall of privacy, and he had torn it down in an hour.

'What do you want?' I asked.

'I need a wife,' Julian said. He spoke as if he were discussing a business merger. 'My father’s estate has a legacy clause. I need to be married to maintain my position at Vane Surveillance.'

'You want a contract,' I said.

'I want a legal fortress,' he corrected. 'If you are my wife, you are protected by my legal team and my security systems. They cannot touch you without going through me.'

'And what do I have to do?' I asked.

'You stay in my house,' he said. 'You wear the rings I give you. You appear at the events I choose. In exchange, I give you back your life. Or a version of it.'

I looked at his face. He didn't look like he was joking. He didn't look like he felt any emotion at all. He was a man who saw the world as a series of problems to be solved.

'I don't even know you,' I said.

'That is an advantage,' he said. 'We will sign the papers tomorrow morning. There is a car downstairs. You can leave now and try to survive on your own, or you can come with me.'

I looked at the spot where my bed used to be. I thought about Arthur slumped over his desk. I thought about the foster homes where I had no door on my bedroom and no lock on my trunk.

'I'll go with you,' I said.

Julian didn't smile. He didn't nod. He simply walked past me and opened the door.

'The car is at the curb,' he said. 'Don't look back at the room. There is nothing left for you here.'

I followed him down the stairs. The street was still empty. A black sedan was idling at the curb. A driver in a suit opened the back door.

I sat in the back seat next to Julian Vane. The leather was cold. The windows were tinted so dark I couldn't see the streetlights.

'One condition,' I said as the car started to move.

Julian looked at me. 'I don't negotiate once the verbal agreement is made.'

'I want to know who killed Arthur,' I said. 'I want the data from the Obolus ledger.'

'You will have access to my servers,' Julian said. 'But only when I allow it. For now, your only job is to be Mrs. Vane.'

He turned his head away from me and looked at his phone. I watched the city go by in a blur of gray and black. I had sold myself to a stranger to escape a ghost, and as the car drove toward the outskirts of the city, I realized I didn't know which one was more dangerous.
2. A Contract Signed in Lead
The sedan slowed as we approached a municipal building on the edge of the downtown district. Julian didn't look up from his phone. He tapped the screen twice and then slid the device into the inner pocket of his charcoal suit jacket.

"We are here," he said.

He opened the door and stepped out. I followed him. The air was colder than it had been at my apartment. The sun was obscured by a thick layer of gray clouds. The building was made of limestone and had narrow windows. A man in a dark coat stood by the side entrance. He held a door open for us.

Inside, the hallway smelled of industrial cleaner and old paper. We walked past several closed doors until we reached an office with a frosted glass sign that read Marriage Licensing and Records. Julian pushed the door open without knocking.

A man sat behind a metal desk. His nameplate read Harvey Sells. He didn't look up from a stack of forms. He had a stamp in his right hand and a pen in his left.

"Mr. Vane," Harvey said. "The documents are ready."

Julian pointed to the chair across from the desk. "Sit, Elara."

I sat down. The plastic chair was hard. Julian stood behind me. He didn't touch me, but I could feel the heat from his body. He reached over my shoulder and placed a thick stack of papers on the desk.

"This is the prenuptial agreement," Julian said. "It states that the marriage is a legal union for the duration of two years. You will receive a new identity, a credit line of fifty thousand dollars a month, and the full protection of Vane Surveillance. In return, you will reside at my estate and perform the duties of a spouse at all corporate and legal functions."

"What happens after two years?" I asked.

"The marriage is dissolved," Julian said. "You keep the identity and a lump sum payment. I keep my position on the board."

Harvey pushed the final page toward me. There was a small 'X' marked in pencil on the signature line.

I picked up the pen. It was a heavy silver instrument. I signed my name. Elara Vance. My handwriting looked small next to the printed text.

Julian took the pen. He signed his name with his left hand. As he moved his hand across the paper, his sleeve shifted. I saw the scar in the center of his palm. It was a red, puckered mark in the shape of a star. He signed with three quick movements.

Harvey took the papers and stamped them four times. The sound of the stamp was loud in the small room.

"Congratulations," Harvey said. He didn't look at us.

Julian took one of the copies and put it in his jacket. "Let's go."

We walked back to the car. The driver, Marcus, held the door open. We sat in the back. The car started and moved away from the curb. Julian went back to his phone. I looked at the platinum band on my finger. It was a simple, flat ring. It felt heavy.

We drove for thirty minutes. The city buildings were replaced by trees and high concrete walls. We reached a gate with a keypad and a camera. The gate slid open silently.

The Monolith sat on the top of a hill. It was a rectangular structure of gray concrete and floor-to-ceiling glass. There were no decorative plants or gardens. The ground was covered in smooth dark stones.

"This was a psychiatric ward," Julian said as the car stopped. "The foundations are three feet of reinforced concrete. It is off the grid. It has its own power and water filtration."

He got out of the car. I stepped onto the dark stones. They crunched under my boots.

Julian walked to the front door. It was a slab of reinforced steel. He pressed his thumb against a glass panel on the wall. A blue light scanned his eye. The door clicked open.

We entered a large foyer. The floors were polished black stone. There were no rugs. The air was still and had no scent. A screen on the wall turned on as we stepped inside.

My name appeared on the screen. Below it was a set of numbers. 92 BPM. 120/80.

"The house tracks biometrics," Julian said. "It is the only way to ensure the perimeter is secure. It knows who is inside and what their physical state is."

I looked at the cameras in the corners of the ceiling. They were small black domes. One of them rotated toward me.

"You're monitoring my heart rate?" I asked.

"I am monitoring everything," Julian said. "The system is programmed to detect anomalies. If your heart rate spikes, the security team is alerted."

He walked toward a set of glass stairs. "Your room is on the third floor. Your old clothes have been destroyed. You will find a new wardrobe in the closet. Everything has been tailored to your measurements."

"You destroyed my things?" I asked. My voice rose.

Julian stopped. He turned to look at me. His eyes were pale and steady. "Your apartment was compromised. Your belongings could have contained tracking devices or microphones. Here, we start with a clean slate."

He pointed toward the stairs. "Go up. I have a meeting with the board. I will see you for dinner at eight."

I didn't move. I looked at the black stone floor. I felt the weight of the cameras on me.

"I want the data from the Obolus ledger," I said.

"You will have a terminal in your room tomorrow," Julian said. "It will have restricted access. You can begin the audit then."

He turned and walked toward a hallway on the ground floor. A heavy door opened for him and then shut with a thud.

I walked up the glass stairs. They were thick and transparent. I could see the foyer below me. It made the space feel even
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