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DISCLAIMER

This is a work of fiction. All characters, events, and locations are products of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is purely coincidental. This book contains mature content and is intended for readers 18 years and older. 
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CHAPTER 1 : THE PROPOSITION
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The rain against the leaded glass windows of the Archer Archive sounded like a thousand impatient fingers tapping. Sloane Archer traced the embossed lettering on the legal document before her, the words blurring under the glare of her green-shaded desk lamp. “...shall be released only to a grantee who can provide verifiable, continuous proof of a committed, cohabitating life partnership for a period of no less than six months...”

A life partnership clause. In a trust from her eccentric, romantic grandmother. Sloane had thought it a quaint, unenforceable relic. Her lawyer, David, whose forehead gleamed with a nervous sweat under the Archive’s dim light, had just informed her it was terrifyingly binding.

“It’s not just a formality, Sloane,” David said, adjusting his glasses. “The trustees are... literalists. They will require affidavits, shared financials, witnessed cohabitation. They’ve already scheduled a ‘welcoming dinner’ with you and your... partner.” He said the word like it was in a foreign language.

“I don’t have a partner,” Sloane stated, her voice cool despite the panic crystallizing in her chest. The Archive—this four-story, crumbling, beautiful tomb of paper and history—was her life’s work. Its trust fund was the only thing keeping its roof repaired and its climate controls humming. Without it, the city’s historical society would swoop in, box up her grandmother’s collection of architectural blueprints and urban maps, and turn the building into overpriced condos.

“I am aware,” David sighed. “Which is why I’ve done some... discreet digging.” He leaned forward, lowering his voice. “There are services. For people in unique situations. High-profile individuals who need a plus-one for a season. Heirs with peculiar clauses.”

Sloane’s sharp, amber eyes narrowed. “You mean I hire an actor.”

“I mean you hire a professional,” David corrected, sliding a plain, cream-colored business card across the desk. It bore only a phone number and an embossed icon: a shield with a single stylized ‘A’. “They are expensive. Impeccably discreet. And they specialize in creating utterly convincing, long-term narratives. They provide... comprehensive partners.”

Sloane picked up the card. It felt heavy, like it was made of more than paper. “Comprehensive?”

“They will move in. They will learn your habits. They will pass scrutiny. It’s a six-month contract, with very clear terms. It solves your problem.”

It was outrageous. It was deceptive. It was the coldest, most pragmatic transaction she could imagine. Sloane looked around the Archive—at the towering shelves of rolled maps, the scent of aging paper and lemon oil, the silent history pressing in on her. This was her family. This was her legacy.

Her choice was to lose it all to bureaucratic romanticism, or to engage in a calculated, professional lie.

She met David’s gaze, every bit of her artist’s soul recoiling even as her archivist’s mind began drafting the terms. “Schedule a meeting,” she said, her voice devoid of all emotion. “The most discrete location they have.”

Across the city, in a sterile white room that smelled of antiseptic and recycled air, Rafe Thorne received his new assignment parameters on a sleek tablet.

Contract Type: Long-Term In-Situ Persona Support (Domestic)

Client: Sloane Archer. Female, 30. Archival Restorer.

Primary Objective: Establish and maintain credible life partnership narrative for legal/financial purposes.

Duration: 182 days minimum.

Location: Client residence (Archer Archive, Port Carmine).

Payout upon successful completion: $750,000 

The number was the final piece. It was the exact sum remaining on his Aegis Corporation indenture. Six months of playing house, and the chain linking his biology to their corporate ledger would be severed. He would own himself.

His handler, a woman named Kaela whose smile never touched her eyes, stood by the door. “The client has no knowledge of Variant physiology or the Aegis retention program. Your profile was selected for your... control. This is a standard persona job. Maintain your regimen, manage your tells, and it’s a simple fade.”

Rafe’s expression was a placid mask. Inside, his instincts, the part of him that was more than human, stirred with unease. Prolonged close proximity was a stressor. Emotional simulation could trigger unpredictable biochemical responses. It was why Aegis operatives lived alone.

“Understood,” he said, his voice a low, neutral rumble.

“The client has requested a meeting to establish boundaries,” Kaela said, handing him a thin dossier. A photo of Sloane Archer was clipped to the front. She was looking away from the camera, focused on a large, faded map, a single strand of dark hair escaping her bun. Her profile was all sharp, focused angles. “She seems the meticulous type. Draw your lines clearly, Rafe. This is a business arrangement. Nothing more.”

He took the dossier. “Always is.”

The meeting was set in a private room at The Vault, the underground bar known for its discretion. Sloane arrived first, wearing her armor: a tailored black blazer, trousers, her hair in a severe knot. She had a binder. She always thought better with a binder.

When the door opened, her prepared speech died in her throat.

He was taller than she’d anticipated, and his presence didn’t so much fill the room as re-calibrate it. He moved with a silent, economical grace that felt predatory. He wore simple, dark clothes that seemed to absorb the low light. His face was all stark planes and controlled intensity, his eyes the color of a winter sky—a pale, focused grey. He wasn't handsome in a conventional way; he was compelling in a way that felt mildly dangerous.

“Ms. Archer,” he said, not offering a hand. His voice was like she’d imagined it from his dossier: a low, calm baritone that vibrated in the quiet space. “I am Rafe Thorne.”

“Mr. Thorne.” She gestured to the seat opposite. “Please.”

He sat, his posture relaxed yet utterly alert. He didn’t fidget. He just... observed. Sloane felt like a rare manuscript under a spectroscope.

“I’ve drafted some preliminary terms,” she began, opening her binder, sliding a copy across the table. “It outlines expectations for cohabitation. Privacy is paramount. Your room will be on the third floor, separate from my workspace on the second. We will maintain separate bathrooms.”

Rafe’s eyes scanned the document. He didn’t pick it up. “Acceptable.”

“Public interaction will be tiered,” she continued, forcing her voice steady. “Tier One: casual acquaintances, requires minimal contact, polite distance. Tier Two: social functions like the trustee dinner, requires hand-holding, arm-touching, posed affection. Tier Three: intimate friends or family, requires... sustained physical proximity. We will rarely operate above Tier Two.”

A ghost of something—amusement?—flickered in his pale eyes. “A tactical approach.”

“This is a tactical operation,” she said firmly. “Rule number one: no unannounced touching in private spaces. Rule two: we establish a credible ‘how we met’ story and backstory by tomorrow. Rule three: you will not interfere with my work at the Archive. Rule four: this is a business partnership. Emotional entanglement is not part of the contract.”

He finally looked up from the page, his gaze locking onto hers. It was a direct, unnerving contact. “Emotional entanglement is a chemical miscalculation I am paid to avoid, Ms. Archer. You have my professional guarantee.”

The phrase was odd, cold. Chemical miscalculation. She filed it away.

“Your turn,” she said. “Your rules.”

He leaned back slightly. “I require two hours of uninterrupted time daily, between 0500 and 0700, for my physical regimen. You will not enter the east wall courtyard during that time. My security protocols are non-negotiable. I will install a basic system at the Archive. I will vet all your guests. Our public narrative will be that we met through a private collectors’ forum—you sought my expertise in securing rare items. It leverages truth and provides reason for our... contrast.”

Sloane digested this. He’d already planned the story. It was good. “And the payment structure?”

“Half now, deposited into an escrow account. Half upon successful verification from your trustees at the six-month mark. If either of us breaks the core terms, the contract is null, and all advances are forfeit.”

It was brutally fair. Sloane looked at the man across from her—a beautiful, dangerous cipher. He was the solution to saving everything she loved. And he was a potential earthquake in the carefully ordered ecosystem of her life.

She took out her pen, a heavy, hand-turned piece of brass. “Do you require a copy to review?”

“I’ve memorized it,” he said simply.

Of course he had. Sloane signed her name with a flourish on the line marked CLIENT. She slid the paper and pen to him.

Rafe Thorne took the pen. His fingers were long, and she noted a faint, silvery scar across his knuckles. He signed his name, the script clean and sharp, next to CONTRACTOR. He didn’t hesitate.

“When do you move in?” she asked, the reality settling like dust.

“Tonight,” he said, standing. “The performance begins the moment we walk out that door together. Are you prepared?”

Sloane Archer closed her binder, the sound final in the quiet room. She looked up at her fake mate, this stranger who would now share her home, her bed, and her most intimate lie.

“Let’s begin.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 2: DOMESTIC INTRUSION
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The walk from The Vault to Sloane’s parked car was the first test. Rafe moved beside her, a half-step behind and to her left, a positioning that felt both protective and observational. The rain had softened to a fine mist that haloed the streetlights. He didn’t offer his arm. He didn’t speak. The silence between them was a tangible thing, charged with the weight of their new contract.

He had one bag. A single, durable duffel that looked military in its austerity. It contrasted violently with the two boxes of 19th-century sewer schematics she had in her back seat.

“I’ll follow you,” he said, his voice cutting through the quiet patter of rain. It wasn’t a question.

Sloane merely nodded, a quick, tense jerk of her chin. Her hands were steady on the wheel as she drove through the slick streets of Port Carmine, but her mind raced. In her rearview mirror, his headlights were two unwavering points of light, a constant, silent pressure.

The Archer Archive loomed at the end of a cobblestone mews, a relic of red brick and ivy surrounded by modern glass apartments. She killed the engine, sitting for a moment in the dark, gathering herself. This was her sanctuary. And she was about to let a corporate wolf into its heart.

He was already out of his car, duffel in hand, scanning the façade, the windows, the roofline. His gaze was methodical, missing nothing. “You have a broken latch on the second-floor west window,” he stated, as if reading from a report.

“It’s been stuck for years,” she said, fumbling with her keys. “It’s not a security issue; it’s twelve feet off the ground.”

“It’s an access point,” he corrected, his tone neutral. “I’ll fix it tomorrow.”

Sloane pushed open the heavy oak door, and the familiar, comforting scent of the Archive washed over her—old paper, beeswax polish, the faint, dry sweetness of decaying leather. She saw him pause on the threshold, his nostrils flaring almost imperceptibly as he took in the symphony of smells. For a second, his steely grey eyes seemed to lose focus, as if listening to a frequency she couldn’t hear.

“You’ll be on the third floor,” she said, her voice echoing slightly in the grand foyer, which was dominated by a spiral staircase and glass-fronted cabinets of geological samples. “Upstairs, to the left. The room is... sparse.”

“Adequate,” he said, following her up. His footsteps were utterly silent on the creaking wooden stairs, which unnerved her more than if he’d been loud.

The room was indeed sparse: a simple iron bedframe, a chest of drawers, a desk overlooking the walled courtyard. It had been a maid’s room a century ago. He placed his duffel on the bed and did a slow, three-sixty turn. “This will do.”

“The bathroom is down the hall. I’m on the second floor, in the main suite. My private study and the main archival workspace are on the ground and second floors. Those are my areas.”

“Understood.” He unzipped his duffel. Inside, she glimpsed nothing remarkable—neatly folded dark clothing, a dopp kit, what looked like a small, sophisticated medical case. No personal effects. No photos. It was the luggage of a ghost.

“We should establish the backstory details,” Sloane said, lingering in the doorway, needing the structure of the plan. “The collectors’ forum. Which one?”

“The Cartographer’s Vault,” he said without hesitation, not looking up from his unpacking. “It’s a real, invitation-only forum for map and rare document collectors. I have a credible profile there. You reached out to me six months ago for consultation on securing a collection of volatile pre-fire city plans. We began a professional correspondence that became personal. It’s plausible, rooted in truth, and explains why a...” he finally glanced at her, “...a restorer of delicate things would associate with someone like me.”
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