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✦

The deal closed at 6:42 in the evening, and Sunshyne Vale felt the exact moment the room tilted toward her.

She'd learned to read a boardroom the way sailors read weather... the small tells that came before the change. The way the man across the table, Gerald Whitmore of Whitmore Logistics, set down his pen a half second before he meant to. The way his general counsel stopped taking notes. Forty one minutes of resistance, and then the barometric drop, and then surrender.

"Redstone has a deal," Whitmore said, and extended his hand.

Sunshyne took it. Her grip was warm and unhurried, the grip of a woman who had never once needed to prove anything by squeezing hard. "You'll be glad you did," she said, and meant it, mostly.

Around the long glass table her people exhaled in unison, a soft collective release they were too disciplined to voice. Two hundred and twelve million dollars. A logistics network that would give Redstone Group the eastern seaboard from Baltimore to Boston. She'd chased it for nine months. She'd earned it in the last forty one minutes.

She stood, and the floor to ceiling windows behind her turned her into a silhouette against the burning city... the towers of downtown going gold and rose in the last of the light, forty stories down and still somehow beneath her. She wore charcoal, sharp at the shoulder, and her dark hair was pinned in a way that had taken her assistant eleven minutes and looked like it had taken none.

"Margaret will walk you through the timeline," she said, and her chief of staff was already rising, tablet in hand, smile deployed. Margaret Cho was small and precise and had never in four years failed to be exactly where Sunshyne needed her a moment before Sunshyne knew she needed her there. "Gerald. Thank you. Truly."

Whitmore lingered a beat longer than the handshake required. Men often did. It was not, she'd decided long ago, entirely about her looks, though she was not naive about those either. It was that she made powerful men feel, briefly, that they had been chosen... and that was a more addictive thing than desire.

Then they filed out, and the room was hers, and Sunshyne let herself have three full seconds of pure, private triumph before she opened the folder again.

The discrepancy was on page nine.

It was nothing. It was a rounding thing, a footnote in the pre acquisition audit of Whitmore's holdings... a subsidiary called Kestrel Freight that appeared to have received four million dollars from a Redstone adjacent fund eighteen months ago, for reasons the documentation described as strategic positioning. Four million dollars was a rounding error in a two hundred million dollar deal. She should have turned the page.

She didn't turn the page.

Because Sunshyne Vale had built Redstone's acquisitions division from a two person desk into the most feared deal shop in the state on exactly one principle: she read page nine. She read every page nine, every footnote, every strategic positioning that didn't quite explain itself. It was why the Blackwells had made her CEO at thirty eight. It was why the men across the tables set their pens down early.

Strategic positioning. She'd never heard of Kestrel Freight. And she had personally signed off on every fund that touched her division.

"Sunshyne?" Margaret was in the doorway. "Elias is asking if you're coming up. He wants to celebrate."

She closed the folder. Smiled. "Tell him I'm on my way."

But she took the folder with her.

⁂

The elevator to the forty fourth floor required a key that only nine people in the building possessed. Sunshyne was one of them. She'd been proud of that key once, in the uncomplicated way you're proud of a thing before you understand its price.

Elias Blackwell was waiting with champagne.

He was seventy one and looked like an advertisement for the concept of aging well... silver hair, a tan that came from actual sun in actual expensive places, a dinner jacket he wore at six in the evening as though the day were merely a rehearsal for it. He'd founded Redstone forty years ago. He had, in every way that had shaped her adult life, made Sunshyne Vale.

"There she is." He said it the way he always did, warm, proprietary. "The woman who ate the eastern seaboard for lunch."

"Dinner, technically." She let him kiss her cheek. He smelled of cedar and money. "It went long."

"They always go long when they know they've already lost." He handed her a glass. "You made me a great deal of money today, Sunshyne. And more than money... you made us unavoidable. Do you understand that? After Whitmore, no shipment moves through half this country without touching us."

She drank. The champagne was very good and very cold. "There was a line item I didn't recognize," she said, because she had never in fourteen years learned how not to say the true thing. "Kestrel Freight. A four million dollar position out of one of our funds. Do you know it?"

Something crossed his face. It was there and gone so fast that a person who had not spent fourteen years learning to read him would have missed it entirely.

"Kestrel." He turned to look out at the city. "Vivienne's side, I think. One of her civic things. Don't clutter your mind with four million dollars, darling. You just made us two hundred." He raised his glass. "To page nine."

She went cold.

She had never told him she read page nine. It was her private discipline, her secret edge. To page nine was a toast to a thing he shouldn't have known she did.

"To page nine," she said, and smiled, and clinked her glass against his, and understood, in the pit of her stomach, forty four floors above the burning city, that she had just walked into something.

⁂

The car that took her home was not the car that had brought her; her security rotated them, a habit she'd adopted years ago on Elias's advice and never questioned, and it occurred to her now... riding through the gold and black city with the Whitmore folder on her lap like a sleeping animal... that she had never once questioned any of the small architectures of her safety. The rotated cars. The unlisted routes. The floor no one could reach without a key. She had understood them as the reasonable precautions of a powerful woman. She understood them now, dimly, as a cage she had helped design, one comfortable enough that she'd mistaken the bars for amenities.

The driver's eyes found hers in the mirror. "Long day, Ms. Vale."

"Good day," she corrected, because it was, because two hundred and twelve million dollars had changed hands on the strength of her patience, and because the discipline of calling things what they were had never once failed her. "The best kind. The kind where the other person thanks you for taking it from them."

He smiled, the way people smiled at her, warm and a little afraid, and turned his eyes back to the road, and Sunshyne looked down at the folder and thought about the four million dollars that was actually thirty and the word strategic doing the work that a lie always makes some innocent word do, and for the first time in fourteen years she found herself studying the back of her own driver's head and wondering who, exactly, he reported to. It was an ugly thought. It arrived fully formed, as if it had been waiting a long time for the door to open, and once it was in the car with her it did not leave.

⁂

There was a ritual to the after, one only she knew about. Once the room emptied and the folder was closed and the champagne with Elias was drunk, Sunshyne would go back down to her own floor, dismiss her assistant, and stand for exactly ten minutes at the window with the lights off, watching the city do the thing cities do at night... glitter without meaning it. She'd started the ritual years ago as a way to come down from the adrenaline of a close, and it had calcified, the way her rituals did, into something closer to prayer for a woman who did not pray. Ten minutes of looking at the thing she'd conquered and feeling, reliably, nothing. That was the point. The nothing was restful. The nothing was the reward. You climbed your whole life toward a view, and the mercy of finally having it was that it asked nothing back.

Tonight the nothing didn't come. She stood at the dark window and the city glittered and instead of the restful blank there was Kestrel, there was strategic positioning, there was Elias saying to page nine in a voice that knew a thing it shouldn't. The ritual failed. She stood the full ten minutes anyway, out of stubbornness, waiting for the blank to arrive and cover her like it always had, and it did not arrive, and she understood... standing in the dark above her conquered city... that some door had opened this evening that did not close, and that she would not have the mercy of the nothing again for a long time, possibly ever. It was the first thing Redstone took from her. It would not be the last. But she'd remember, later, that this was the first: not her safety, not her innocence, but the small nightly mercy of being able to look at everything she'd built and feel, restfully, that it was enough.

⁂

Her mother called that night, as she did on Sundays, and Sunshyne let it go to voicemail and then hated herself and called back. Her mother's voice was the one thing in her life that had never been strategic. It came from the town that stopped making things, from the three jobs, from the floor that kept dropping, and it asked her the same four questions it always asked... was she eating, was she sleeping, was she happy, was she safe... and Sunshyne lied cleanly about all four, the way she'd been lying about all four for a decade, because the truth was that she ate standing up and slept four hours and had not been happy in any way her mother would recognize since before the money, and as for safe... she looked at the Whitmore folder on
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