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Prologue
The document sat on the glass desk. It was thirty pages of legal text. The ink on the last page was still wet. I looked at the signature line. It required two names to become a binding contract.

Julian Vane sat across from me. He did not move. His hands were folded on the table. His fingers were long and still. He wore a charcoal suit that looked like it had never seen a wrinkle. His hair was dark but the hair at his temples was gray.

He adjusted a silver pen on the desk. He moved it two millimeters to the left. Then he moved it back. He did not look at me. He looked at the edge of the paper.

"The board meets on Monday," Julian said. "They will ask for proof of my domestic status. They will want to see the certificate."

I shifted in the chair. The leather was cold. I had cut my hair with kitchen shears an hour before the meeting. I could feel the uneven ends rubbing against my collar. My fingers were stained with black ink from my printer at home.

"You want a wife for a year," I said. "And I want the Archive."

Julian finally looked up. His eyes were light gray. They did not show any emotion. He looked at me the way a person looks at a balance sheet. He was checking for errors.

"The Archive contains eighty years of company history," he said. "It is private property. If you enter it, you sign a non-disclosure agreement. If you speak about what you find, you go to prison."

"I know the risks," I said. "I am not here for the money, Julian."

"Everyone is here for the money, Elara. My father makes sure of that."

He mentioned Silas. I thought about the man who lived in the penthouse of this building. I thought about the way Silas Vane had stood at a podium three years ago. He had called my brother a thief. He had called him a failure. Two days later, my brother was dead.

I reached for the pen. My hand was steady, but I felt a heavy sensation in my stomach. I was about to link my life to the family that had ruined mine.

"One year," I said. "We live in your house. We go to the dinners. I play the part of the devoted wife."

"And you do not talk to the press," Julian added. "You do not investigate the logistics wing. You stay in the Archive and you stay out of my business."

I leaned forward. "I will do the job. I will be the stable domestic partner the board requires. But I will have the keys to that room. Every day. No exceptions."

Julian watched me. He didn't blink. He seemed to be counting my breaths. He was a man who lived by numbers and logic. He did not understand fury. He did not understand the weight of the photograph I kept in my pocket.

"Sign it," he said.

I pressed the pen to the paper. The nib was sharp. I wrote my name in the space provided. Elara Vance. It looked small next to the long list of terms and conditions.

Julian took the pen from me. He signed his name with a quick, practiced motion. He did not hesitate. He closed the folder and stood up.

"My assistant will send a car to your apartment at six tomorrow morning," he said. "Pack what you need. Leave the rest. You will have a new wardrobe when you arrive at the estate."

"I like my clothes," I said.

He looked at my faded sweater and the ink on my fingers. "Your clothes do not project the image of a woman who belongs at a Vane board meeting. We are selling a lie, Elara. We have to make it look like the truth."

He walked toward the door. He didn't wait for me to agree. He didn't offer a hand to shake. The transaction was complete.

I stood up and followed him out of the office. The hallway was quiet. The carpets were thick enough to hide the sound of footsteps. This building was full of secrets. I could feel them in the walls.

As I reached the elevator, the doors opened. A man stepped out. He was younger than Julian, with a smile that didn't reach his eyes. He wore a blue suit and a watch that glittered under the lights.

"Marcus," Julian said. He didn't stop walking.

"Julian," the man replied. He looked at me. He looked at my hair and my shoes. He stayed in my path for a second too long before moving aside.

I stepped into the elevator. The doors closed. I was alone in the small, metal box. I looked at the floor. My heart was beating fast. I could feel the pulse in my neck.

I had done it. I was inside the walls.

I reached into my pocket and touched the photograph of Leo. He was laughing in the picture. He was standing in front of a library. He had been so smart. He had seen something he wasn't supposed to see, and they had erased him.

I walked out of the building and into the street. The air was cool. People were rushing past me to get to the subway. I joined the crowd. I felt invisible. That was my advantage.

Julian Vane thought he was buying a solution to his problem. He thought he was hiring a temporary wife to satisfy a legal clause.

He didn't know that I was the biggest mistake he ever made.

I got on the train and sat near the back. I looked at my reflection in the window. I didn't recognize the woman looking back at me. She looked like a ghost.

Tomorrow, I would move into the Vane estate. I would sit at their table and eat their food. I would sleep in a house built on lies.

And I would find the evidence that would burn it all down.

1. The Audit of a Life
Julian Vane did not look at me when I walked into his office. He remained focused on a stack of papers, a fountain pen moving in a rhythmic, precise arc as he signed his name. The room smelled of nothing.

There were no flowers, no air fresheners, and no hint of the expensive cologne men in his position usually wore to announce their presence. It was a vacuum. I stood by the door, my hands shoved deep into the pockets of my coat.

My fingers were still stained with the ink from the printer in my basement. I had spent the morning churning out court documents and old shipping manifests, trying to find the one thread that didn't lead back to a dead end. Now, I was standing in the center of the web.

He capped his pen and set it down. The click of the cap was the only sound in the room. He finally looked up. His face was a collection of sharp angles and pale skin. The graying at his temples was the only thing that made him look thirty-two instead of fifty. He didn't smile. He didn't offer me a seat. He simply watched me with a stillness that felt heavier than a direct threat.

"Miss Vance," he said. His voice was low and lacked any inflection. "You are four minutes late."

"I had to go through three security checkpoints," I replied. I didn't apologize. I hadn't come here to be polite. "Your men checked my shoes twice. I assume they were looking for recording devices, not explosives."

"They were looking for both," Julian said. He slid a folder across the dark wood of his desk. It stopped exactly an inch from the edge. "Sit down. We have a limited amount of time before my father’s lawyers begin their next round of depositions."

I sat. The chair was leather and hard. I didn't lean back. I watched his hands. They were steady, his fingernails trimmed short and clean. He looked like a man who accounted for every second of his day, every cent in his accounts, and every emotion in his head. I thought of Leo. My brother had been the opposite—messy, loud, and full of a restless energy that eventually burned him out. Julian Vane was the man who had overseen the company that broke him. Looking at him, I felt a familiar, dry heat in the back of my throat. It was the only thing that had kept me going for the last two years.

"I read your articles before you were fired from the Chronicle," Julian said. "You have a talent for finding things people want to keep hidden. You also have a documented history of obsession. You spent six months following a lead on the Vane Logistics shipping lanes that resulted in a lawsuit you couldn't afford to lose."

"I lost the job, not the lead," I said. I leaned forward, my voice tight. "And I didn't lose the obsession. Why am I here, Vane? You didn't bring me here to critique my journalism career."

Julian opened the folder. Inside was a single page of heavy, cream-colored parchment. The header was embossed with the Vane family crest. I recognized it immediately. It was the Vane Stability Clause. I had a copy of the 1924 original in my apartment, but this was a modern interpretation. It was the legal chain his father, Silas, used to keep Julian on a short leash.

"The board of directors is meeting in ten days," Julian said. "My father has filed a motion to have me removed as CEO. He is citing the clause. He claims that my lack of a stable domestic life makes me a liability to the company's long-term interests. He wants to install Marcus Thorne as his proxy."

I knew Marcus. He was Julian’s right hand, a man who functioned like a shadow. "So, you need a wife. You need a public image of stability to keep your chair."

"I need a specific kind of wife," Julian corrected. "I don't need a socialite or a woman who wants to spend my money. I need someone who is beyond reproach. Someone whose reputation is tied to the truth, even if that reputation is currently in the dirt. I need a woman who has a reason to stay, and a reason to keep our arrangement private."

I laughed, a short, harsh sound. "You want me to play the part of the devoted spouse. The woman who spent years trying to tear your company down is suddenly going to walk down the aisle with the CEO? No one will believe that."

"They will if the narrative is right," Julian said. He didn't blink. "We will tell them that your investigation brought us together. That you found the truth, and the truth was that I was innocent of the charges you leveled against me. We will call it a meeting of minds that turned into something else. The public loves a story of a woman who finds her home in the place she least expected."

"It’s a lie," I said. "A massive, public lie. And I don't work for you."

"You don't have to work for me, Elara. You have to work with me." He reached into his desk and pulled out a small, silver key. He set it on top of the folder. "I know what you want. You want the Archive. You want the physical records from the 2021 fiscal year. The ones that weren't digitized. The ones that contain the logs for the ships your brother was working on before he died."

My heart hit the wall of my chest. I stared at the key. The Archive was the holy grail of my investigation. It was a room in the Vane estate where the skeletons were kept. Digital records could be erased or altered. Paper was harder to kill. Silas Vane kept everything. He used it as leverage against his enemies, his employees, and clearly, his own son.

"Unrestricted access?" I asked. My voice was a whisper.

"Total access," Julian said. "During the duration of our marriage. One year. You will live at the estate. You will attend the necessary functions. You will play the part of a woman who has found stability. In exchange, I will give you the key. You can dig through every box in that room. You can find whatever it is you think is there."

"And if I find something that destroys you?" I asked. "If I find proof that Vane Logistics is as corrupt as I think it is?"

Julian’s expression didn't change, but I saw a small muscle twitch in his jaw. "If you find proof that I have broken the law, you can use it. But you won't. I run this company with a level of oversight that borders on the pathological. My father, however, is a different story. He is the one you are really looking for, isn't he?"

I looked at him, really looked at him. I saw the tension in his shoulders beneath the expensive wool of his suit. He wasn't just offering me a deal. He was offering me a weapon. He wanted his father gone as much as I did. He was just more patient about it.

"Why me?" I asked. "There are a hundred women who would take this deal just for the bank account. You could buy a better wife."

"I don't want a wife I can buy," Julian said. "My father buys people. He audits them. When I was a child, he would audit my room. If I showed too much affection for a toy, he would take it away. He said that anything I couldn't lose was a weakness. He did the same with my pets. He taught me that the only way to keep something is to make sure it has no value to you."

He stood up and walked to the window. He looked out at the skyline of the city he helped build, a city that was currently trying to swallow him whole. "I can't buy you, Elara. You hate me. That makes you the only person I can trust. You won't fall in love with me, and you won't be swayed by my father’s money. You want blood. I’m offering you a way to get it."

I looked at the key. It was a simple piece of metal, but it represented everything I had lost. If I took it, I was signing away a year of my life to a man I despised. I would be a pawn in a billionaire’s power struggle. But I would be inside the house. I would be behind the curtain. I could finally see the faces of the people who had stood by while Leo jumped from that bridge.

"One year," I said. "I want it in writing. Not the marriage contract. A separate agreement for the Archive. If you lock me out for even a second, I go to the feds with everything I already have."

"Agreed," Julian said. He turned back to face me. "My lawyers will have the documents ready by morning. We will be married in a civil ceremony at the courthouse at two o'clock tomorrow. Wear something that doesn't have ink stains on it."

I stood up. I didn't shake his hand. I didn't want to touch him. I felt like I was stepping onto a ship that was already sinking, but I was the one holding the map to the lifeboats.

"I'll be there," I said. "But don't expect me to like you, Julian. This isn't a fairy tale. It’s an audit."

"I don't expect you to like me," he replied. He picked up his pen again. He was already back to work before I reached the door. "I expect you to be effective. Don't disappoint me."

I walked out of the office and through the silent, marble hallways of Vane Logistics. The security guards watched me go, their faces as blank as their boss's. I reached the street and took a deep breath of the cold, exhaust-heavy air. My hands were shaking. I forced them back into my pockets. I had a year to find the truth. And if I had to marry a monster to do it, I would make sure he was the one who ended up in the cage.
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