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1. The Proposal of a Ghost
The man in the suit didn't look at my face until the door clicked shut behind him. He walked to the window of the private holding room, his back to me, staring out at the city skyline of the Vane Empire. His shoulders were wide, his dark hair cut short enough to show the silver at his temples. He didn't offer a name, but I knew who he was. Every tabloid in the country had run his photo for the last three weeks.

Silas Vane.

Mr. Thorne, the assistant who had brought me here, stood by the door with his hands clasped. He looked like he wanted to be anywhere else. I stayed in my chair, keeping my spine straight and my hands folded in my lap. I was an actress. I knew how to hold a pose even when my lungs felt like they were shrinking.

'Stand up,' Silas said. He didn't turn around.

I stood. My legs were stiff from the wait, but I didn't stumble. I wore the only dress I owned that didn't have a visible stain—a simple navy shift that made me look like a schoolteacher.

He turned then. His eyes were a light, greyish blue, and they moved over me with the speed of a laser. He didn't look at me like a man looks at a woman. He looked at me like an engineer looks at a blueprint. He walked toward me, stopping only a foot away. He was taller than he looked on television. He smelled like cedar and something sharp, like ozone.

'Turn your head to the left,' he ordered.

I did as he asked. I felt his fingers on my chin. His skin was cold. He tilted my face up, his thumb tracing the line of my jaw. He wasn't gentle, but he wasn't rough either. He was precise. He looked at the bridge of my nose, then moved his hand to pull my hair back from my forehead.

'The eyes are right,' he whispered to himself. 'The bone structure is identical. The height is within an inch.'

'I was told this was an audition,' I said. My voice was steady, a trick I’d learned in my second year of drama school. 'But I don't see a script.'

Silas dropped his hand and stepped back. He looked at Thorne. 'Leave us.'

Thorne disappeared instantly. The door made a heavy thud as it closed. Silas walked to a mahogany desk and picked up a tablet. He tapped the screen and turned it toward me. It was a video of a woman. She was standing on a balcony, laughing. She had the same chestnut hair as mine, the same pale skin, and the same slight frame. She looked like my reflection, only more polished. More expensive.

'Elowen,' I said. 'Your wife.'

'My late wife,' Silas corrected. His voice had no vibration in it. It was flat. 'The world knows she died in the car accident three weeks ago. What the world does not know is that the Vane family has a protocol. For forty days following the death of a principal member, the estate remains in a state of legal suspension. No assets can be moved. No votes can be cast. If the board or the family suspects the company is unstable during those forty days, they can trigger a clause to strip the CEO of his power.'

'I read the news,' I said. 'They're saying you're losing control.'

'They are saying that because they want it to be true,' Silas said. He sat on the edge of the desk. 'There is a traitor in my circle. Someone who ensured Elowen’s car went over that railing. They are waiting for the forty days to end so they can finalize the takeover. They think I am weak because I am grieving.'

'Are you?'

He looked at me for a long time. 'I am efficient, Ms. Vance. Grieving is not efficient.'

He tapped the tablet again. A new file appeared. It was a list of names. At the top was Leo Vance. My father.

'Your father owes five hundred thousand dollars to a credit union that is actually a front for a loan shark operation,' Silas said. 'He used your childhood home as collateral. He has three days before they move him out and put him in a hospital for the injuries they will cause him.'

My stomach felt tight. I hadn't known it was that much. I knew about the gambling, but I thought he’d stopped. I looked at the floor, then back at Silas. 'Why am I here?'

'I need a ghost,' Silas said. 'I need Elowen to be seen. Not in public, but in the Glass House. I need the security cameras to record her. I need the staff to whisper that she survived, that her death was a rumor staged to protect her. If she is alive, the protocol doesn't matter. The assets remain mine. The traitor will be forced to move early to stop her. And when they do, I will catch them.'

'You want me to play a dead woman,' I said.

'I want you to be her,' he said. 'For forty days. You will live in my house. You will eat her food. You will wear her clothes. You will sleep in her bed. No one can know the truth. Not even my brother Julian. Not the housekeeper. No one.'

'And my father?'

'The debt will be paid in full tonight,' Silas said. 'And when the forty days are over, I will give you two million dollars. You can go back to your theater. You can buy your own stage. You can disappear.'

I looked at the woman on the screen again. She looked so happy. I looked at Silas. He looked like a man who hadn't slept since the accident. There was a hardness in his jaw that suggested he would break anything that got in his way.

'You have security cameras inside your house?' I asked.

'Everywhere,' Silas said. 'The Glass House is a fortress of transparency. It is how I ensure loyalty. You will be watched at all hours. That is why you must stay in my bedroom. It is the only place the cameras don.t reach, but the staff must see us enter together. We must appear to be a husband and wife who have been reunited after a tragedy.'

'You're asking me to share a bed with you,' I said.

'I am asking you to exist in the same room as me,' he said. 'I have no interest in you, Ms. Vance. You are a tool. A biological prosthetic for a gap in my life.'

I walked to the desk. The contract was already pulled up on the screen. He hadn't even waited for me to say yes. He knew I would. He knew I had no other choice. If I walked out, my father would die. If I stayed, I would become a shadow.

'Forty days,' I said.

'Forty days,' Silas repeated.

I picked up the stylus. My hand didn't shake this time. I signed my name at the bottom of the digital document. The moment the line was finished, Silas stood up. He didn't smile. He didn't look relieved. He just looked at his watch.

'We leave in ten minutes,' he said. 'Thorne has your things. You won't be needing them. Everything you wear from this moment on belonged to Elowen.'

He walked to the door and opened it. He didn't hold it for me. He just expected me to follow. I looked at my reflection in the dark glass of the window one last time. I saw Elara Vance, a girl who couldn't even get a callback for a detergent commercial. Then I blinked, and I saw a billionaire’s wife.

I walked out of the room. The air in the hallway was colder. Silas was already ten paces ahead, his stride long and certain. I had to walk fast to keep up with him. We took a private elevator down to the basement garage. A black SUV was waiting. The windows were so dark I couldn't see who was driving.

'Once we enter the house, the clock starts,' Silas said as we got into the back seat. The leather was soft and smelled like a new car. 'There is no stepping out of character. Even when we are alone, you will call me Silas. You will answer to Elowen. You will use her voice.'

'I haven't heard her speak yet,' I said.

He handed me a set of noise-canceling headphones and a small digital player. 'Recordings of her phone calls. Her speeches. Her arguments with me. Listen to them on the way. You have forty-five minutes to learn the accent.'

I put the headphones on. The first sound I heard was a woman’s voice. It was melodic, with a slight lilt at the end of every sentence. She sounded confident. She sounded like she owned the world.

'I'm not doing this for you, Silas,' the voice said in my ear. 'I'm doing this because it's what I want.'

I looked at Silas. He was staring straight ahead, his profile as still as a statue. I wondered what she had been doing that she didn't want to do for him. I wondered if he knew that the woman he was trying to bring back to life was currently speaking into my brain.

As the car moved out into the city traffic, I closed my eyes and let Elowen’s voice fill my head. I mimicked the way she breathed between words. I shaped my mouth to match her vowels. By the time we reached the outskirts of the city, I wasn't Elara anymore.

I was a ghost in a navy dress.

The car turned onto a long, winding driveway. The trees were thick on both sides, blocking out the sun. Then, the woods opened up, and I saw it. The Glass House. It sat on a cliff overlooking the water, a structure of steel and massive panes of glass. It looked like it was floating. It was beautiful, but it looked like a trap.

'We're here,' Silas said. He turned to me. His hand reached out, and for a second, I thought he was going to touch my hair again. Instead, he reached for the door handle. 'Remember. You love me. You're traumatized, you're recovering, but you love me.'

'I'm an actress, Silas,' I said, using Elowen’s melodic lilt. 'I can love anyone for the right price.'

His eyes narrowed. A small muscle in his jaw twitched. He didn't respond. He just opened the door and stepped out into the light of the security lamps. I took a breath, smoothed my dress, and followed him into the house where everyone was watching.
2. A Face That Does Not Belong
Silas didn't look back to see if I was following. He walked toward the massive front doors of the Glass House with a steady, measured stride. The gravel of the driveway crunched under his shoes. I stepped out of the SUV and straightened the hem of the navy dress. The night air was heavy and still. I took a breath, letting the recording of Elowen's voice play one last time in the back of my mind. I adjusted my shoulders, tilting my chin up just enough to suggest the pride I’d heard in her tone.

He stopped at the entrance. The doors were ten feet tall, made of dark steel and reinforced glass. To the right of the handle, a small black panel glowed with a soft blue light. Silas placed his palm against it. A mechanical click echoed through the quiet. He didn't open the door yet. He turned his head, his grey-blue eyes fixing on my face. He was checking for a flaw in my makeup or a tremor in my hands. I gave him nothing but a calm, steady gaze.

'Step forward,' Silas said. His voice was low, devoid of the irritation he had shown in the car. He was already in character. He was the husband waiting for his wife to enter their home.

I walked to his side. The blue light from the panel reflected off his silver-streaked hair. He gestured toward the retinal scanner positioned at eye level. I leaned in, staring into the small lens. My heart beat against my ribs, but I kept my facial muscles relaxed. A thin red line of light moved across my iris. My father’s life depended on this machine believing I was a woman who was supposed to be dead.

'Identification confirmed,' a synthetic female voice announced. 'Welcome home, Mrs. Vane.'

The doors swung inward on silent hinges. The interior of the house was a vast expanse of polished concrete, white stone, and floor-to-ceiling glass. The lighting was recessed and dim, casting long shadows across the open floor plan. It felt more like a gallery than a residence. Every piece of furniture looked like a sculpture.

'Mr. Vane. Mrs. Vane.'

Mr. Thorne appeared from a hallway to the left. He was a thin man in a charcoal suit, his posture rigid. He held a tablet against his chest. His eyes widened as they landed on me. He stopped three feet away, his throat working as he swallowed. He had known Elowen. He was the first real test.

'Good evening, Thorne,' I said. I used the melodic lilt from the recordings, the slight upward curve at the end of the sentence. I didn't smile too broadly. Elowen didn't seem like a woman who gave away smiles for free.

'It is... it is good to have you back, Ma'am,' Thorne said. His voice was thin. He looked at Silas, then back at me. He was searching for the seams, the places where the actress ended and the wife began. 'We have prepared the primary suite as requested.'

'Thank you,' Silas said. He reached out and placed his hand on the small of my back. His touch was firm, his fingers splayed across the fabric of my dress. It wasn't a romantic gesture. It was a claim. He was guiding me, or perhaps he was making sure I didn't bolt. 'Is my brother here?'

'Mr. Julian is in the library,' Thorne replied, regaining some of his professional composure. 'He was quite insistent on waiting for your arrival. He has been reviewing the estate documents since this afternoon.'

Silas’s grip on my back tightened for a fraction of a second. 'Tell him we are retiring for the evening. Elowen is exhausted from the journey. I will speak with him in the morning.'

'Of course, sir.' Thorne bowed his head slightly and retreated into the shadows of the hallway.

Silas didn't release me. He led me toward a glass staircase that wound its way to the second floor. Our footsteps were the only sounds in the house. I looked through the transparent walls. Outside, the trees were dark shapes against the night sky. Inside, the security cameras were visible in the corners of every ceiling, their small green power lights glowing. They were watching the way we walked together. They were recording the way Silas held me.

We reached the top of the stairs and walked down a long corridor. Silas stopped in front of a pair of heavy wooden doors. These were different from the rest of the house—solid, dark oak that blocked any view of what was inside. He pushed them open and ushered me through.

As soon as the doors clicked shut behind us, Silas let go of me. He walked across the room to a wide dresser and tossed his car keys onto the surface. The room was massive. A king-sized bed sat in the center, covered in charcoal-grey linens. There were no cameras here. The air felt different, less pressurized.

'You did well with Thorne,' Silas said. He began to unbutton his cuffs, his back to me. 'He was convinced. That is a start.'

'He was terrified,' I said, dropping the lilt. My own voice sounded small in the high-ceilinged room. I walked over to the bed and sat on the edge. The mattress was firm. 'Is that how people usually react to her?'

Silas turned around. He had removed his watch and was laying it next to his keys. 'Elowen was a woman who demanded excellence. People who failed her were rarely given a second chance. Thorne was her assistant before he was mine. He knows what she is capable of.'

'What you're saying is that she wasn't very nice.'

'She was efficient,' Silas corrected. He walked toward the walk-in closet, which was the size of my entire apartment. He stopped at the entrance and looked back at me. 'There are clothes in there. Everything has been tailored to your measurements. Elowen’s original wardrobe was removed. These are new, but in her style. Change. I want to see you in something else before we sleep.'

I stood up and walked into the closet. Rows of silk blouses, tailored trousers, and evening gowns hung in perfect order. I ran my hand over a rack of cashmere sweaters. They were all shades of cream, grey, and black. I picked out a simple white silk nightgown and a matching robe. When I walked back into the bedroom, Silas was standing by the window, looking out at the dark water of the bay. He had removed his jacket and tie. His white shirt was unbuttoned at the collar.

I went into the en-suite bathroom to change. The vanity was stocked with expensive skin creams and perfumes. I scrubbed the makeup from my face and put on the silk gown. It felt like a second skin, cool and heavy. I tied the robe tightly around my waist and walked back out.

Silas was sitting in a leather armchair by the bed. He held a glass of amber liquid in his hand. He watched me as I approached. His eyes tracked my movement, noting the way the silk moved.

'Sit,' he said, gesturing to the bed.

I sat on the edge of the mattress, a few feet away from him. 'What now?'

'Now we establish the routine,' Silas said. He took a sip of his drink. 'Julian will be watching us tomorrow. He is the most dangerous person in this family. He is observant and he has a motive to see me fail. If the board senses instability during the forty-day protocol, they will move to strip my voting rights. Julian wants my seat.'

'And you think he killed her? Your wife?'

Silas set the glass down on the nightstand. The sound of the crystal hitting the wood was loud. 'I think someone wanted her out of the way. Whether it was Julian or someone else on the board, the result is the same. They expect the Vane Empire to crumble without her architectural mind and my leadership. By bringing her back, I am forcing them to change their strategy. I am forcing the traitor to move.'

'I’m the bait,' I said.

'You are the wife,' he countered. He stood up and walked toward the bed. He stopped directly in front of me. He was tall, his presence filling the space between us. 'And in this house, there is only one bed. The cameras don't see what happens in here, but the staff knows where we sleep. You will stay on your side. I will stay on mine.'

'I understand the arrangement, Silas.'

'Do you?' He reached down, his hand hovering near my face. He didn't touch me, but I could feel the heat from his skin. 'You are playing a woman I knew for ten years. You are living in her house, wearing her clothes, and sleeping in her bed. If you forget who you are for even a second, they will catch you. And if they catch you, I won't be able to protect your father.'

'I won't forget,' I whispered.

'Good.' He straightened up and walked to the other side of the bed. He pulled back the covers and climbed in, fully dressed in his trousers and shirt. He didn't look at me again. He reached over and switched off the lamp.

The room plunged into darkness. The only light came from the moon reflecting off the water outside. I lay down on my side, facing away from him. The silk of the pillowcase was smooth against my cheek. I listened to the sound of his breathing. It was slow and rhythmic.

I stayed awake for a long time, staring at the glass wall. I was Elara Vance, a failed actress with a debt I couldn't pay. But for the next thirty-nine days, I had to be a woman who owned the world. I had to be a woman Silas Vane loved, even if the man lying three feet away from me felt like a stranger.

I closed my eyes and tried to remember Elowen's voice, but all I could hear was the sound of the wind hitting the glass.
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