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Chapter 1

The Cleanest Money
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The money was too clean.

Anika Shaw knew dirty money. She knew how it sweated when it moved. How it picked up residue in the transfer notes, the timing, the shell entities stacked one inside another like nesting dolls with something rotten sealed at the center. Dirty money grew nervous when cornered. It split itself into fragments. It overexplained. It hid behind consulting fees, security retainers, honorariums, research stipends, invoices for services never rendered by companies that existed only long enough to cash the check.

This money did none of that.

This money arrived with flowers.

Aster House Foundation had received nine transfers over eleven months from three donor-advised funds, two family trusts, and one arts initiative that claimed to support trauma-informed community healing. Every amount was modest. Every memo line was immaculate. Emergency housing. Survivor stabilization. Youth grief scholarship. Clinical access grant. Renewal fund.

Beautiful words.

Anika sat alone in her office long after the building around her had emptied, one ankle crossed over the other beneath the narrow line of her desk, silk blouse buttoned to the throat, hair pinned smooth at the nape of her neck. The city pressed itself against the windows in black glass and scattered light. Rain needled the panes, soft enough to sound polite. Her desk lamp cast a precise gold circle over the printouts she had not trusted herself to review only on-screen.

She liked paper when the truth mattered.

Paper could be touched. Marked. Arranged. Forced to confess in columns.

Her manicure was still perfect, a deep oxblood gloss that made her fingers look calmer than the rest of her. She moved one page slightly to the left, aligning the transfer dates with a second timeline she had assembled from court filings, press statements, settlement notices, and the private incident map she kept locked in an encrypted drive under a name no one would guess unless they knew what the black moth had meant before it became a rumor.

Nine transfers.

Nine consequences.

Three days after the first emergency housing grant, a witness in the Bellweather matter had withdrawn her statement.

Six days after the youth grief scholarship, a former Rookwell driver had signed a sealed settlement and disappeared from public records.

Two days after the clinical access grant, a journalist who had been preparing a piece on the Rookwell Compact published instead a profile of a disgraced councilman’s “quiet years of restorative giving.”

Aster House was in every line.

Not visibly. Never visibly.

That was the elegance of it.

Anika drew a small mark beside the fifth transfer. The memo read: Renewal Fund — Restricted Beneficiary Care.

The public disbursement was $49,750.

Not the whole fifty. The missing $250 had been left behind on purpose.

She leaned back, the leather chair accepting her weight without sound. Her office smelled faintly of bergamot tea gone cold, rainwater on wool, and the ink of the pen she was slowly ruining between two fingers. The city flickered behind her reflection, making a ghost of her face in the window. She looked composed there. Dark eyes steady. Mouth unsmiling. Nothing out of place.

The reflection had always been useful.

People believed a woman who looked untouched.

They had believed her less, lately.

Anika let the pen rest against the page and flexed her left hand once, just once, before making another note.

The last inquiry had not been an inquiry. It had been a warning delivered in the language of professional concern. A partner at a firm that had once sent her referrals now wanted to “pause collaboration until the environment clarified.” A victim advocate whose work she respected had apologized before admitting that a donor had raised questions about Anika’s methods. An assistant district attorney had not apologized at all. He had only asked whether she could document every conversation she had conducted in the aftermath of the last Rookwell case, as if survivors carried notarized receipts for the moments in which they decided to trust someone.

As if trust could be audited by men who had never had to earn it.

Anika turned back to the ledger.

Aster House Foundation was beloved in the city in the way certain institutions became beloved by making themselves impossible to criticize. It funded shelter beds and therapy sessions. It sent tasteful gift baskets to bereaved families and scholarship letters to children whose parents had died in ways polite people preferred to call complicated. It placed its name on hospital wings, museum programs, legal clinics, and candlelit vigils where wealthy donors wore solemn expressions and very good coats.

Aster House did not look like the Rookwell Compact.

Rookwell had always carried the faint metallic taste of old money and locked doors. It had been clubs without signs, contracts without letterhead, favors traded in rooms where no one raised their voice because no one needed to. The black moth had appeared at the edges of it for years: stamped under wax, scratched into a doorframe, embroidered in the lining of a dead woman’s evening bag. A symbol of passage, or ownership, or warning. Anika still had not decided which answer frightened her most.

But Aster House looked like mercy.

That made it worse.

She reached for the next stack: public filings, cross-referenced against private records she had acquired through means she would defend in court only if she had to. The foundation’s operating expenses were high, but not obscenely so. Its program ratios were respectable. Its board was a museum of unimpeachable faces: retired judges, hospital executives, a former first lady of the state, two philanthropists whose names appeared on buildings, and a grief therapist with silver hair and a voice made for public radio.

Respectable people were always the best walls.

They did not need to lie loudly. Their lives lied for them.

The fifth transfer had moved from the Brindle Family Fund into Aster House’s Renewal Fund. From there, $38,000 had been disbursed to a community counseling collective. Another $7,500 to temporary housing. $4,000 to “transportation and personal security support.” The remaining $250 had been labeled administrative rounding, then swept out of the program ledger.

Anika circled the $250.

No one hid a crime in two hundred and fifty dollars because two hundred and fifty dollars was worth stealing.

They hid the instruction there because the real payment had already looked charitable.

She opened the second spreadsheet on her laptop and filtered by administrative residuals. The cursor spun once. Twice. Then the screen populated with a column of little leftovers. $250. $250. $250. $250.

Her pulse did not quicken. She had trained it not to, years before Rookwell, before the Night Archive, before she understood that fear could be educated into silence but never killed. Her body had tells. Everyone’s did. She had learned to bury hers beneath stillness.

She selected the corresponding transfers.

Each one preceded an event by forty-eight to seventy-two hours. A withdrawal. A recantation. A sealed motion. A reputation piece. A missing phone. A witness moved. A survivor discredited by a whisper that appeared first in one social circle, then another, then everywhere at once.

The $250 residual marked the trigger point.

Not the bribe. Not the hush money.

The instruction.

Anika wrote: residual = activation fee? internal code? moth marker?

The pen paused over the last word.

Moth.

She pulled the gala invitation from beneath a paperweight. It had arrived that morning in a cream envelope thick enough to imply virtue before it was opened. She had not been invited, of course. Anika Shaw was currently a little too inconvenient for elite philanthropy. But a client of a client had received one and sent her photographs before deciding, with sudden anxiety, that perhaps she should not be involved after all.

Anika had printed the images anyway.

Aster House Foundation requests the honor of your presence at the Benefactors’ Ball, the script read. An evening of renewal in support of survivors, families, and futures reclaimed.

At the bottom, embossed so subtly she had almost missed it, was a tiny black moth.

Wings closed.

Not decorative.

Nothing in this world was decorative once the right people had paid for it.

A soft vibration shivered across the desk. Her phone lit up without sound.

LEO SATO.

Anika watched his name glow on the screen.

She did not answer immediately.

That, too, was discipline.

Leo had a habit of arriving at the exact point in an investigation when the room became too quiet. Sometimes by phone. Sometimes by text. Sometimes physically, with coffee in one hand and a camera bag slung over his shoulder as if he had never met a threshold he was not willing to cross.

He was too perceptive. Too young to have perfected indifference. Too willing to look directly at damage and call it by its name. Too careless with his own safety when the truth was on the other side of a locked door.

And lately, too difficult for Anika to dismiss.

The phone stopped vibrating.

A moment later, a text appeared.

You’re still in your office.

Anika looked toward the dark window, though she was several stories above the street and could see nothing but rain and her own reflection.

Another text.

The left lamp is on. The one you use when you’re pretending you’re not working.

Her thumb hovered over the screen.

She should tell him to go home. She should tell him this was not his case, not yet, not until she understood the shape of the trap. Leo’s camera had already made enemies, and after the last Rookwell exposure there were people in this city who would pay good money to know where he stood at night.

Instead, she typed, Stop loitering in the rain.

His answer came almost instantly.

So open the door.

Anika closed her eyes.

Only for a second.

Then she stood, smoothed the front of her blouse, and gathered the most sensitive pages into a folder before crossing the office. The door to her suite opened onto a narrow hallway washed in after-hours dimness. The security lights made the framed credentials on the wall look like artifacts from someone else’s life. Awards. Licenses. Photographs from panels where she had spoken about ethical advocacy and institutional accountability. A commendation she had nearly thrown away after learning the man who signed it had attended three Rookwell dinners and lied beautifully about two of them.

Her reputation watched her from the walls.

Once, those frames had been proof.

Now they were evidence waiting for a hostile interpretation.

She unlocked the outer door.

Leo Sato stood on the other side with rain in his black hair and a paper coffee carrier in one hand. He had the unrepentant look of a man who knew he should not be there and had already decided that knowing was not the same as leaving. His coat was dark, his camera bag darker, his face all sharp cheekbones and watchful eyes made softer only by exhaustion.

He was younger than her by enough years that other people noticed. Not scandalously, perhaps. Not if they were strangers passing on opposite sides of a street. But enough. Enough that Anika had noticed other people noticing, and enough that she had turned that awareness into another reason to keep him at arm’s length.

Anika had a talent for making reasons.

Leo lifted the coffee carrier. “I brought the expensive apology.”

“For what?”

“For knowing you were here.”

“That isn’t an apology.”

“No. But it came with oat milk.”

She stepped aside despite herself. “You’re dripping on my floor.”

“You missed me.”

“I missed dry floors.”

He entered, and the hallway seemed immediately less empty. It annoyed her, how little effort he needed to change the temperature of a room. Some men filled space by taking it. Leo did it by noticing too much of it. His gaze moved over her face first, not the office, not the papers in her hand. A brief, assessing sweep that caught the hour, the tension at her mouth, the fact that she had buttoned herself into elegance like armor.

Then he looked away, because he had manners when he remembered to use them.

Anika locked the door behind him.

“You shouldn’t be here,” she said.

“Because it’s late, because people are watching, or because you found something?”

“All three.”

“That sounds like a reason I should be here.”

“It sounds like a reason you should develop self-preservation.”

“I have some.”

“No, you have timing and cheekbones.”

His mouth flickered. Not quite a smile. He set the coffee on the edge of her desk and glanced toward the papers she had covered too quickly. “And yet you opened the door.”

“A momentary lapse.”

“Those are getting more frequent.”

“They are not.”

He did smile then, and she hated that she noticed the tiredness under it. Leo had not been sleeping well. Neither had she. The last case had left them with too many names, too many unanswered calls, and a dead server full of fragments that kept rearranging themselves into worse shapes. They had won, according to the official language. They had exposed enough of the Rookwell Compact to wound it.

But wounded things bled in unpredictable directions.

Anika returned to her desk and took the coffee he handed her. It was exactly how she liked it. He had known that for months and had never once made the knowledge flirtatious. That was one of the more dangerous things about Leo. He did not make a performance of paying attention.

He just did.

“What did you find?” he asked.

She took a sip. Too hot. Good. “You assume I found something.”

“You left two messages unanswered, ignored a request from Calder, and your blinds are open.”

“My blinds?”

“When you’re only reviewing, they’re half-closed. When you’re hunting, open.”

Anika lowered the cup. “That is an unsettling amount of observation.”

“I’m a documentary filmmaker.”

“You’re a liability with lenses.”

“And you’re deflecting.”

She should not show him.

That was the sensible answer. It was also the familiar one. Anika had built a life out of withholding until certainty arrived. She trusted evidence before allies, documents before declarations, silence before comfort. She had not survived by confusing intimacy with safety.

But Leo had been in the Rookwell dark with her. He had seen enough to know that monsters did not always snarl. Sometimes they donated.

She slid one page across the desk.

He did not touch it immediately. That earned him a small, unwilling measure of approval. Leo had learned to wait for consent around documents as well as people. He bent over the page, rain-dark hair falling slightly forward, and read the transfer schedule.

“Aster House,” he said.

The name sounded different in his voice. Less like a foundation. More like a door.

“You know it?”

“Everyone knows it. Survivor grants, grief programs, legal clinics. They funded half the city’s good conscience.”

“Good conscience is an expensive laundering agent.”

His eyes moved down the page. “These are Rookwell-adjacent?”

“Not directly. That is the point.” Anika tapped the first column. “The originating funds are respectable. Family foundations. Donor-advised accounts. Arts initiatives. Nothing that screams Rookwell unless you already know which men attend which dinners and whose nephew sits on which board.”

“And you know.”

“I know enough to be inconvenient.”

Something passed across Leo’s face at that. A flicker of anger, quickly banked. He had been angry on her behalf more often lately. She did not know what to do with it. Other people’s anger made demands. Leo’s made promises, which were worse.

He lifted the page. “These memos are all survivor support.”

“Yes.”

“But you don’t believe that.”

“I believe some survivors received support. That is what makes the structure durable. A fraudulent charity collapses quickly if it does nothing charitable. A corrupted charity survives by doing just enough good to make scrutiny look cruel.”

Leo looked up at her.

Anika felt the attention land and refused to shift under it.

“You think Aster House is paying people off,” he said.

“I think Aster House is making payments look like care.”

He studied the second page she gave him. “These dates...”

“Exactly.”

His jaw tightened. “The Bellweather witness.”

“Three days after the emergency housing grant.”

“The driver?”

“Six days after the scholarship disbursement.”

“The article on Merrow?”

“Two days after the clinical access grant.”

“Jesus.”

“Likely not involved.”

Leo huffed a quiet laugh, but there was no humor in his eyes by the time he reached the bottom of the page. “This is the bridge.”

Anika did not answer.

He looked at her. “Anika.”

“No.”

“I haven’t asked yet.”

“You were about to.”

“I need to film this.”

“No.”

“This is how Rookwell keeps breathing after exposure. This is the institutional layer we’ve been missing.”

“And you want to point a camera at it.”

“Yes.”

“Of course you do.”

His expression changed. She had struck pride. She saw it in the slight stilling of his shoulders, the quiet withdrawal from warmth into professional purpose. She almost regretted it.

Almost.

“A camera is not a moral failure,” he said.

“Neither is a scalpel, until it is in the wrong hands.”

“You think mine are the wrong hands?”

“I think you underestimate what people will do with what you show them.”

“I understand exactly what people do with hidden truth. They bury it.”

“And I understand what people do with visible pain. They consume it.”

The rain thickened against the glass.

For a moment neither of them moved. The desk lamp held them in its measured light: Anika behind the desk, Leo opposite her, the money between them like a third presence. This was how they always came to the edge of something neither wanted to name. Through conflict. Through evidence. Through the strange intimacy of shared danger.

Leo set the page down carefully. “I’m not talking about putting survivors on display.”

“You are talking about Aster House.”

“Yes.”

“Aster House’s records are survivor records. Its grants are survivor grants. Its lies are wrapped around real people. You cannot expose the institution without touching the people trapped inside it.”

“I can blur faces. Alter voices. Redact—”

“Redaction is not absolution.”

“No,” he said, quieter. “It’s a method.”

“Methods fail. Files leak. Viewers speculate. Men with money hire analysts. A survivor’s kitchen tile in the corner of a shot becomes a location. A prescription bottle becomes a diagnosis. A tremor in someone’s voice becomes a comment thread.”

His eyes held hers. He had the grace not to argue too quickly.

Anika’s grip tightened around the coffee cup. She set it down before the cardboard betrayed her hand.

“People own their own pain,” she said. “Not you. Not me. Not the archive. Not the public.”

Leo absorbed that as if she had pushed it into his chest.

For a second she saw the younger man everyone else saw first: hungry, brilliant, impatient with gates because gates had so often been built to protect liars. Then she saw the man beneath that, the one who listened even when it cost him. That was the one she feared. The one who learned her arguments well enough to use them against her loneliness.

“I don’t want to hurt them,” he said.

“I know.”

That was the problem.

If he were careless, she could dismiss him. If he were exploitative, she could cut him out. If he were merely ambitious, she could place him neatly in the category where ambitious men belonged and lock the drawer.

But Leo cared.

Care did not make him safe.

Sometimes care made people reckless in more convincing ways.

He looked back at the documents. “Then we build it differently. We document the machine, not the victims.”

Anika let the sentence sit.

The machine.

That was closer. Still dangerous, but closer.

She turned one of the pages toward him and pointed to the residual column. “Every suspicious disbursement leaves two hundred and fifty dollars in administrative remainder.”

“That’s weirdly consistent.”

“It is not weird. It is deliberate.”

“A flag?”

“An activation marker, possibly. A confirmation code. Something meant to tell the private ledger what the public ledger cannot say.”

Leo leaned closer. “You found a private ledger?”

“No.”

“But you think one exists.”

“Aster House cannot run a dual-use system this cleanly without a second set of instructions. The public money is real. The public programs are real. But the timing requires coordination. Someone is matching charitable disbursements to reputational outcomes.”

“Silence as a service.”

Anika’s mouth tightened. “Among other things.”

He followed her gaze to the printed invitation near the paperweight. “Is that theirs?”

She handed it over.

Leo took the page by its edges. Again, careful. His eyes moved over the elegant script, the date, the embossed seal. Then he stilled.

“There,” Anika said.

“I see it.”

The black moth sat at the bottom of the invitation, its wings folded so tightly it might have been a shadow.

Leo’s face emptied of everything but focus.

They had seen the symbol too many times to pretend it was an accident. In the lining of the Sable file. On the underside of a drawer in the house on Ormond. Burned into a wax seal recovered from a safe no one admitted owning. Always small. Always easy to miss. Always present where money and fear had met privately before someone else’s life broke open.

“Closed wings,” Leo said.

Anika looked at him sharply.

He glanced up. “What?”

“You noticed the wings.”

“I notice images.”

“Yes, I’m aware.”

“I mean, last time the wings were open.”

“Not always.”

“Do you think the position matters?”

“I think everything matters until proven otherwise.”

For the first time that night, something like excitement cut through the exhaustion in his eyes. Not joy. Leo was not foolish. But the fierce charge of a pattern snapping into place. Anika recognized it because she felt it too, though she would rather have bitten through her tongue than show it.

He reached for his phone. “I have scans of the other marks.”

“Leo.”

“Just the marks.”

“Not here.”

His hand stopped.

She hated that he obeyed. Hated it, and appreciated it, and hated the appreciation most.

“My office may be compromised,” she said.

His expression sharpened. “Since when?”

“Since my access credential appeared in a discovery request I never received.”

“You didn’t tell me that.”

“It was not relevant.”

“Your office being compromised is relevant.”

“It may be compromised. There is a distinction.”

“Not a comforting one.”

“I was not attempting comfort.”

“Clearly.”

The exchange should not have warmed anything in her. It did anyway, low and unwelcome, under the ribs. She turned away first and crossed to the window, looking down at the wet street. The city blurred beneath rain and height. Headlights passed like cells under glass.

When she had been younger, vulnerability had felt like something that happened to other women. Women who answered calls after midnight. Women who let men see them without lipstick or strategy. Women who believed being wanted was different from being used.

Anika had learned better.

Then she had kept learning until she trusted almost nothing that felt good.

Behind her, Leo said, “Who knows you’re looking at Aster House?”

“Too many people know I’m looking at Rookwell’s money. That may be enough.”

“Anika.”

She did not turn. “Calder knows I requested old donor records. Mara knows I asked about Aster House legal-aid referrals. One of the Bellweather attorneys knows I questioned settlement timing. And someone at the state registry knows I pulled three years of filings after midnight.”

“You paid for after-hours access?”

“I asked politely.”

“That sounds illegal.”

“It was very polite.”

He made the quiet sound that was almost laughter and almost frustration. “And professionally suicidal, given the current climate.”

There it was.

The current climate.

Such a clean phrase for the slow erosion of a name.

Anika looked at her reflection in the window. “You mean given that half the city is deciding whether I am a crusader, a fraud, or a woman with boundary issues.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You were being kind. I corrected for accuracy.”

“Don’t.”

The word landed harder than she expected.

She turned then.

Leo stood beside her desk, one hand braced lightly on the back of the chair, the invitation still in front of him. His face had lost its earlier edge. What remained was worse. Concern without pity. Anger without possession.

“Don’t do that,” he said. “Don’t say their version of you like it’s just another possible interpretation.”

Anika’s throat tightened before she could stop it.

She looked down at the floor.

A mistake.

He saw that too.

Leo took one step toward her, then stopped himself. That restraint unsettled her more than if he had crossed the room. He had always been careful with her in ways that suggested he understood proximity as a question, not a right. Men much older than Leo had failed to learn that. Men with wives, daughters, reputations, foundations. Men whose names appeared on donor walls.

“You don’t have to defend me from gossip,” she said.

“I’m not defending you from gossip. I’m saying it’s not neutral. It’s part of the attack.”

“My reputation has been attacked before.”

“Not like this.”

“No,” she admitted. “Not like this.”

Because this time the attack had teeth sharpened on intimacy.

She had been accused of being too relentless, too cold, too controlled. Too unwilling to accept the gentle compromises by which corrupt systems preserved their manners. Those accusations had amused her when they did not bore her. But the new whispers were different. Less professional. More bodily.

Anika Shaw gets too close to witnesses.

Anika Shaw manipulates damaged people.

Anika Shaw has always enjoyed being necessary.

The last one had found the softest place and pressed.

Leo’s presence in her life had made the whispers easier to aim. He was younger. Gifted. Attractive enough to make people stupid. A documentary filmmaker building a record of the same crimes she investigated. A man who looked at her too directly in rooms full of enemies.

All anyone had to do was imply that she had shaped him.

Or that he had shaped her.

Either version damaged the work.

Anika returned to the desk. “Which is why you should leave this alone until I know more.”

“No.”

She looked at him.

Leo’s eyes did not move. “No,” he repeated.

“You do understand that was not a suggestion.”

“I understood the tone.”

“Then improve your response.”

“I’ll improve it when your plan does.”

“My plan is to protect the evidence.”

“Your plan is to protect everyone by making sure you’re the only one exposed.”

“That has worked reasonably well.”

“No, it’s worked repeatedly. That’s different.”

The words found her before she had an answer ready.

Worked repeatedly. Meaning he had noticed. Meaning, perhaps, everyone had noticed. Anika at the front, clean and composed. Anika taking the call. Anika entering the room first. Anika leaving before anyone could ask what the work cost after midnight.

She lifted the Aster House invitation and tapped the moth. “This foundation is connected to Rookwell.”

“Yes.”

“It may be connected to the black moth.”

“Yes.”

“It may have access to survivor files, sealed settlements, private relocation records, and enough money to rewrite public memory.”

“Yes.”

“So your instinct is to insert yourself with a camera.”

“My instinct is to make sure they don’t erase this before we can prove it.”

“Proving it the wrong way loses everything.”

“And hiding it too long gives them time to bury the bodies.”

Anika’s eyes rose to his.

The room went still.

Leo’s jaw flexed once. “I didn’t mean—”

“Yes,” she said. “You did.”

Because they both knew there were bodies. Literal, figurative, legal, social. People killed. People ruined. People persuaded to recant until they did not recognize their own memories. People paid enough to survive and not enough to be free.

Aster House would have words for those people.

Beneficiaries. Recipients. Clients. Families served.

Anika had other words.

She just did not let herself use them when there was work to do.

Her laptop chimed.

Not loudly. Just a soft notification from the tracing program she had left running on a restricted search. Anika turned the screen toward herself, grateful for the interruption until she saw what had appeared.

Leo read her face before she could smooth it away.

“What?”

She opened the result.

The $250 administrative residuals had not stayed at Aster House. They had been swept monthly into a vendor account registered to a company called Morrow Analytics. Its listed business address was a suite in a downtown building that rented mailboxes by the quarter. Its incorporation documents were clean, recent, and almost certainly false.

But Morrow Analytics had one historical filing attached to an earlier name.

Moth & Lantern Strategic Services.

Anika’s hand went cold.

Leo came around the desk. Not too close, but close enough to see.

The screen reflected in his eyes.

“Moth and Lantern,” he said.

The rain sounded suddenly louder.

Anika clicked the historical filing. There was no logo. No staff. No tax record she could access from this terminal. Only one scanned document attached to the name change, a state filing stamped three years earlier.

At the bottom of the page, beside the signature line, was the same black moth.

This time, its wings were half-open.

Leo reached for the back of her chair as if to steady himself and stopped just before touching it.

Anika barely noticed.

Her mind was already rearranging the board.

Aster House was not only receiving Rookwell money. It was issuing instructions through residue. The residual payments moved to a coded vendor. The vendor had once used the moth openly enough to file it with the state, or carelessly enough to believe no one would know what they were seeing. Closed wings on the gala invitation. Half-open wings on the vendor filing.

A code.

A hierarchy.

A market.

She reopened the transfer timeline and added Morrow Analytics beneath the Renewal Fund. Her thoughts sharpened until everything else disappeared: Leo, the rain, the old ache beneath her breastbone, the public whispers waiting beyond the office door. This was the mercy of work. It gave pain a shape and told her where to cut.

Then the printer in the corner came alive.

Anika went still.

Leo’s gaze snapped toward it.

The machine had been off.

A single page slid into the tray with a whisper of paper on plastic.

Neither of them moved for a heartbeat.

Then Leo reached instinctively toward his camera bag.

“No,” Anika said softly.

He froze.

She crossed the room before fear could become visible. The page lay faceup. No letterhead. No signature. Just one line of text in the center, printed in plain black type.

Some women should be grateful for beautiful causes.

Below it, an image.

A black moth with closed wings.

Anika stared at the page until the words stopped being words and became architecture. Threat. Mockery. Confirmation. Whoever had sent it knew she was inside the money. Knew she was in the office. Knew her printer. Knew enough to choose gratitude as the knife.

Leo was beside her now.

This time, he did not keep his distance.

“Anika.”

His voice was low. Controlled, but not calm.

She looked at the page for one more second. Then she picked it up by the corner, carried it to the desk, and placed it inside a clear evidence sleeve.

Her hand did not shake.

Not where he could see.

“The foundation knows,” Leo said.

“Yes.”

“That you’re tracing them?”

“At minimum.”

“That we’re here?”

She glanced at the window, then the door, then the small black eye of the security camera in the corner she had disabled herself three hours earlier.

“Yes,” she said. “Probably.”

Leo’s expression hardened into something older than his face. “Then we leave.”

“In a minute.”

“No. Now.”

She looked at him then, really looked, and saw the thing he did not bother hiding. Fear, yes. Anger. But also the reflex to put his body between her and a threat he could not yet see.

It should have irritated her.

It did.

It also touched something she had no intention of naming.

“Do not start giving orders in my office,” she said.

“Then stop making bad decisions in it.”

“The decision was made before the page printed.”

“To do what?”

Anika returned to the desk and lifted the Aster House invitation.

Its cream paper looked almost luminous beneath the lamp. A beautiful cause. A beautiful lie. A moth sleeping at the bottom like a secret that had never needed to hurry.

She thought of the grant recipient’s trembling hands. The driver who had vanished. The journalist who had softened his own story until it became useless. The calls no longer returned. The careful distance of colleagues who liked justice better when it did not endanger their donors.

She thought of the whispers about her.

Then, unwillingly, she thought of Leo’s hand almost touching the back of her chair and stopping.

Anika slid the invitation across the desk to him.

“We get inside Aster House,” she said.

Leo’s eyes lifted.

The desk lamp threw his shadow long behind him. Younger, yes. Reckless in ways that made her want to lock every dangerous door before he found it. But not careless. Not stupid. Not a boy, no matter how badly her fear wanted him to be one.

His gaze dropped to the moth.

“The Benefactors’ Ball,” he said.

“The public event, yes. But there is a private layer. There has to be. A place where the service is offered and the language changes.”

“The black moth.”

“Likely.”

He studied her face. “You already have a way in.”

“Not yet.”

“That means almost.”

“That means not yet.”

“Anika.”

She folded the printed threat into the evidence sleeve with exacting care. “Aster House trades in reputations. It will not admit a single investigator asking questions. It will admit money. It will admit scandal. It will admit appetite if the appetite is dressed well enough.”

Leo was silent for one beat too long.

Then he understood.

“No,” he said.

It almost amused her, hearing him use her own answer.

She arched a brow. “You haven’t heard the plan.”

“I heard enough.”

“Then you are improving.”

“You’re thinking of going in as a donor.”

“Yes.”

“With what scandal?”

“That depends on what Aster House thinks I want hidden.”

“And me?”

Anika should have looked away.

She did not.

The rain moved like static over the windows. The office, already changed by the printed threat, seemed to narrow around them. Their reflections stood together in the glass: Anika composed in lamplight, Leo beside her with rain still drying in his hair, the space between them both too small and too carefully maintained.

“Aster House favors shared leverage,” she said. “Couples. Partners. People who can be controlled through each other.”

His face altered by degrees. Professional understanding first. Then something more private, more dangerous.

“You want us to pose as a couple.”

“I want access.”

“That wasn’t my question.”

“It is the relevant answer.”

“No,” he said. “It’s the safe one.”

Anika felt that beneath the ribs again, the unwelcome warmth, the warning flare.

She reached for her coat from the back of the chair. “We are leaving now.”

Leo did not move. “You can’t keep using my age as a locked door.”

She went still with one arm in the sleeve.

The words had been quietly said. That made them worse.

“I did not mention your age.”

“You never have to.”

Anika slid her other arm into the coat and tied the belt with a clean, hard pull. “This conversation is not useful.”

“It is if we’re about to make people believe I’m yours.”

Yours.

The word moved through the room like a match struck in darkness.

Anika picked up her handbag, placed the evidence sleeve inside a black leather folio, and shut off the desk lamp. The office fell into a softer dark, lit only by the city and the pale glow of the laptop screen.

When she spoke, her voice was even.

“If we do this, it will be a cover. Nothing more.”

Leo held her gaze.

For once, he did not argue.

That should have relieved her.

It did not.

“Fine,” he said.

The word had edges.

Anika walked to the door, disabled the remaining system logs with two quick taps on her phone, and waited while Leo gathered the coffee she had not finished and the documents she allowed him to carry. She did not thank him. Gratitude, like fear, could become a habit if overused.

At the threshold, she looked back once.

Her office appeared untouched: the polished desk, the framed credentials, the rain-streaked windows, the printer crouched silently in the corner as if it had not just delivered a threat from a charitable foundation that fed on silence.

On the laptop screen, the historical filing remained open.

Moth & Lantern Strategic Services.

A half-open wing.

A name that felt less like a company than a promise.

Leo stood beside her in the hall, close enough that his sleeve brushed her coat. This time, neither of them moved away quickly enough.

Anika locked the door.

Somewhere in the city, Aster House Foundation was preparing for an evening of renewal. There would be champagne, candlelight, speeches about healing, and donors applauding themselves for the mercy they had purchased.

Anika had seen enough clean money to know what blood looked like after it had been washed.

She started toward the elevator.

Behind her, Leo followed.

Not a step behind.

Beside her.
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Chapter 2

The Camera Never Blinks
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Leo Sato had built his life around the moment a room stopped pretending.

It never happened all at once. There was always a twitch before the fracture. A hand tightening around a glass. A laugh arriving half a second too late. A politician’s eyes sliding away from a question he had practiced answering. A grieving mother touching the same pendant every time she said her daughter had been confused, not afraid. A man with a charitable board seat using the word unfortunate when he meant dead.

The camera caught those moments.

That was what people misunderstood.

They thought film was about spectacle. Violence. Tears. The blood on the floor. The door kicked open. The body in the alley. They thought a documentary was a net thrown over disaster after it had already happened.

Leo knew better.

A camera was patient.

It could wait in the corner while liars arranged their faces. It could preserve the pause before the denial. The smile after the threat. The tiny, involuntary relief that passed over a powerful man’s face when everyone in the room agreed not to name what he had done.

His first mentor had told him the lens was neutral.

Leo had stopped believing that by twenty-three.

Nothing that chose where to look was neutral.

He kept that in mind as he unlocked the door to his studio and stepped aside for Anika Shaw.

“Lights stay low,” she said.

It was not a question.

Leo reached past her and hit only the first switch. A thin row of track lights hummed awake over the editing desk, leaving most of the room in shadow. The studio occupied the second floor above a print shop in an old building that smelled faintly of paper dust, hot wiring, and the coffee the downstairs owner brewed too strong every morning. Exposed brick, black curtains, two locked cabinets, three monitors, one battered couch, and more external drives than anyone sane would keep outside a formal evidence facility.

Anika paused just over the threshold.

She did not look impressed. She rarely looked impressed by anything, which made the rare occasions when he caught the flicker feel indecently rewarding. Tonight she looked exactly as she had in the elevator leaving her office: composed, belted into her black coat, rain glittering faintly on the dark wool, one hand around the leather folio that held the printed threat.

Some women should be grateful for beautiful causes.

Leo had read the line once and wanted to break something.

Anika had sealed it in plastic.

That was the difference between them, or one of them. His anger moved first. Hers catalogued itself, sharpened, and waited for the proper place to cut.

“You can use the desk,” he said.

“I know.”

“Was that gratitude?”

“That was spatial awareness.”

He closed the door and locked the deadbolt, then the second lock beneath it. Anika noticed both, of course. She noticed everything and pretended she did not notice people noticing that. Her gaze moved over the studio, measuring exits, sight lines, windows, possible recording devices. She had done the same thing the first night she came here months ago, back when she still addressed him with the professional restraint of a woman deciding whether he was useful or merely persistent.

She had decided useful.

He was still waiting on the rest.

“You changed the window locks,” she said.

“After Ormond.”

Her eyes returned to him.

For a second the studio became the basement of the Ormond house again: the smell of mildew and iron, the black moth scratched into the wood under a desk drawer, Anika’s hand bleeding through a handkerchief she had refused to let him tie because she could do it herself. Leo had footage of that night on a drive that had never touched a network. He had never watched the final twenty-three minutes.

Some records were evidence.

Some were punishment.

“Yes,” Anika said quietly. “Good.”

The word should not have mattered.

It did.

Leo stripped off his coat and hung it on the back of a chair, then took hers when she allowed it, which she did only after a fraction of a pause designed to imply the surrender was meaningless. The coat was heavier than it looked. Expensive wool, rain-cold, carrying the faint scent he had learned to associate with her before he admitted to himself he had learned it: bergamot, paper, something floral so restrained it almost denied being perfume.

He hung it beside his.

The two coats looked too intimate there in the dim light.

Anika noticed that too.

Her mouth tightened almost imperceptibly, and Leo, because he valued survival, said nothing.

She crossed to the editing desk. “Is this system isolated?”

“From the internet, yes. From paranoia, no. I assumed you’d bring your own.”

“I did.”

She removed a small encrypted drive from the folio and placed it on the desk but did not plug it in. Beside it she laid the evidence sleeve, the Aster House invitation, and the printout from the historical filing: Moth & Lantern Strategic Services.

The black moth stared up from the page with its wings half-open.

Leo sat in the chair beside her rather than the one behind the main console. It gave her the primary position without making it a gesture. He had learned that with Anika, obvious courtesies were more likely to be rejected than accepted. She disliked being managed. She disliked being underestimated. She disliked needing anything.

And she disliked, with particular elegance, that he had begun to understand the pattern.

“Show me the scans,” she said.

“Of the moth marks?”

“Yes.”

“Before I do, we should talk about operational boundaries.”

Anika turned her head slowly.

There it was. The look. Cool, dark, faintly lethal. The kind of expression that had made three men in a deposition room start answering questions they had planned to evade.

“You want to discuss boundaries,” she said.

“Yes.”

“At midnight.”

“Technically one-seventeen.”

“Leo.”

“I’m serious.”

“So am I.”

“That’s the problem.” He leaned back enough to make it clear he was not crowding her, though every nerve in him registered the inches between them. “You decide rules after you’ve already decided the risk belongs to you.”

“I have more experience with this network.”

“You have more experience making yourself the shield.”

“I am not interested in being psychoanalyzed by a man who keeps hard drives in a fireproof cabinet but stores takeout menus on top of it.”

His eyes flicked to the cabinet. Damn. “Those are local menus.”

“Fire is famously respectful of neighborhood loyalty.”

“I’ll move them.”

“You’ll move them now.”

Leo held her gaze for a beat, then stood, crossed the room, and removed the stack of menus from the cabinet. “Better?”

“Marginally.”

“Great. Back to boundaries.”

For the first time all night, something close to amusement softened her mouth. It came and went so quickly he might have missed it if he had not been looking too hard. He was always looking too hard at Anika. That was another problem.

Not professionally. Professionally, looking was his job.

Personally, it was becoming something less defensible.

He returned to the desk. “If Aster House knows you’re tracing them, they may already know we’re working together.”

“They know enough to send a threat to my printer.”

“Exactly.”

“So we proceed as if compromised.”

“No,” he said. “We proceed as if they want you isolated.”

Her stillness changed.

That was how Leo knew he had hit something real. Anika did not flinch. She refined. Her face became cleaner, the lines of it more exact, as if emotion were a draft she could edit out before anyone else read it.

“Aster House is not emotionally invested in my social life,” she said.

“They don’t have to be. They attack reputations. Yours is already under pressure. If they can make you look unstable, unethical, or personally compromised, they don’t need to disprove the evidence. They only need to make people afraid to stand near it.”

“I am aware.”

“I know you are.”

“Then why are you explaining my own risk to me?”

“Because you keep describing it like a weather pattern instead of something being done to you.”

Anika looked away first.

Not far. Only to the monitors, black and reflective, where their shapes sat beside each other in miniature. He saw her there, the profile of her face cut in silver from the screen’s faint light. She was older than him by enough years that the fact kept entering the room before either of them did. Other people made it vulgar just by noticing. They turned it into hunger on his part and vanity on hers, as if desire could only be clean when it obeyed a calendar.

Leo hated them for that.

He hated, more privately, that Anika seemed to have accepted some portion of their judgment in advance.

“I don’t need reassurance,” she said.

“I wasn’t offering any.”

“No?”

“No. Reassurance implies there’s nothing to worry about.”

That drew her gaze back to him.

He let her see the truth on his face. He had learned not to soften everything for her. Anika trusted precision more than comfort.

“There is plenty to worry about,” he said. “A foundation with access to money, survivor records, press contacts, and probably surveillance just told you it knows where you are. Your professional network is already getting cold feet. Someone is laying track for a story where you’re the problem. And now you want to walk into Aster House pretending to be exactly the kind of person they sell to.”

“You object to the plan.”

“I object to you calling it your plan when I’m in it.”

Her eyes narrowed. “You are not in it yet.”

“You brought me here.”

“You followed me here.”

“You let me.”

A silence opened between them.

It was not empty.

Anika rose and crossed to the far side of the room, where a long table held camera equipment in neat rows. She did not touch any of it. Her hands stayed at her sides, fingers relaxed, shoulders straight. The overhead light caught the dark gloss of her nails. She looked untouchable in the way marble looked untouchable until a person remembered marble could be cracked.

Leo stayed seated.

That much discipline he had.

“You have an extraordinary talent,” she said, “for mistaking access for invitation.”

He should have taken offense.

A year ago, he would have. Six months ago, maybe. Before Rookwell. Before the archive of faces he could not forget. Before Anika had stood in a ruined chapel with blood on her sleeve and told a survivor she did not have to speak for anyone’s benefit. Not the police. Not the press. Not history. Not justice. No one.

Leo had kept the camera lowered that day.

It had cost him the shot that would have made the film undeniable.

It had also been the first moment he understood why Anika frightened him.

Not because she was cold.

Because she was not.

“I know the difference,” he said.

She turned.

“Between access and invitation,” he said. “Between evidence and ownership. Between wanting the truth and wanting a person to bleed neatly on camera so the audience can feel righteous for ninety minutes.”

Something shifted in her face.

Small. Dangerous.

“Do you?”

“Yes.”

“Always?”

“No.”

That answer seemed to disarm her more than any claim of certainty could have. Her arms did not fold. Her chin did not lift. She simply stood there looking at him across the equipment table, and Leo felt the full absurdity of wanting a woman whose first instinct in danger was to become more composed.

He did not want her because she was wounded. He did not want her because she was older, though he would be lying if he said her authority did not do something brutal to his concentration. He wanted her because she occupied the world as if every room were a cross-examination and every lie had already made one mistake. Because she had built tenderness into a blade and pretended it was only steel. Because she could look at a financial statement and see a crime scene.

Because when she was afraid, she became more careful with other people.

That was rare.

That was worth wanting.

“Show me the scans,” she said again, but her voice had changed.

Leo accepted the reprieve and turned to the console. He entered two passwords, disconnected the local backup from its dock, and loaded a folder labeled only FIELD MARKERS. No names. No locations. No survivor references. Anika had once told him that if his organizational system could be understood by a subpoena in under five minutes, he deserved whatever happened next.

He had reorganized that night.

The first image appeared on the left monitor: a close-up of a wax seal from the Sable file. Black moth, wings open.

Anika came back to the desk but did not sit. She stood beside him, one hand on the back of the chair, body angled toward the screen. The scent of rain and bergamot returned with her. Leo kept his eyes on the monitor.

“Open wings,” he said.

“I remember.”

The next image: the underside of the Ormond drawer. Moth scratched into old wood. One wing damaged, either by design or age.

“Cut wing,” Anika said.

“Maybe evidence erasure, if your theory holds.”

“My theory is still smoke.”

“Smoke tells
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