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Prologue
Julian didn't look at me when he said it.

He stood in the center of the Blackstone Ballroom, his dark suit perfectly pressed. A hundred people watched us. Most of them held glasses of champagne that cost more than a mid-sized sedan. They had all stopped talking. The only sound was the low hum of the air conditioning.

“The engagement is over,” Julian said. His voice was steady. It did not shake. He didn't even sound angry. He sounded like he was reading a quarterly earnings report.

I stepped toward him. My dress was heavy, a custom silk gown that my sister, Beatrice, had helped me pick out three months ago. Now, Beatrice stood behind our father, Silas. She held a lace handkerchief to her mouth. Her eyes were wide, but I saw the way her fingers didn't tremble.

“Julian, look at me,” I said. My voice sounded thin in the large room. “You know I didn't do this. I didn't touch those files. Why would I sabotage your company?”

Julian finally turned his head. His expression was blank. There was a small scar on the back of his right hand, a mark he’d gotten years ago. I wanted to reach out and touch it, to remind him of who we were when the cameras weren't pointed at us.

“The digital signature is yours, Elara,” Julian said. “The transfer went from the Vance Logistics secure server to an offshore account in your name. There is no other explanation.”

“Someone stole my credentials,” I said. I looked at my father. Silas was leaning on his silver-topped cane. He was sixty-four, but he looked as strong as he had twenty years ago. He didn't meet my eyes. He was looking at the crowd, gauging the damage to the Vance reputation.

“Enough,” Silas said. The word was a command. He stepped forward, the heavy thud of his cane hitting the marble floor. “Julian has been more than patient. You have disgraced this family, Elara. You have put our partnership with Thorne Industries at risk.”

“I am your daughter,” I whispered.

“You are a liability,” Silas replied. He didn't lower his voice. He wanted the board members and the socialites to hear him. He was cutting me loose to save himself.

Julian stepped back. He moved away from me and toward the exit. He didn't say goodbye. He didn't offer a private conversation. He simply walked out of the ballroom, leaving me standing on the small raised platform where we were supposed to have announced our wedding date.

Security guards moved in. They didn't touch me, but they formed a line. They were showing me the way out. My own father’s security team was escorting me out of my own engagement party.

I walked past Beatrice. She leaned in as I went by. She didn't whisper a metaphor or a poetic threat. She just looked at my necklace—the one Julian had given me—and smiled. It was a small, quick movement of her lips that no one else saw.

I left the building. I didn't have my purse. I didn't have my coat. I walked down the stone steps and onto the sidewalk. People were already on their phones. By tomorrow morning, my name would be a warning. In the circles I grew up in, being accused of corporate espionage was a social death sentence.

I walked for an hour. My feet hurt in my heels, so I took them off and threw them into a trash can near the river. The sidewalk was gritty under my skin. I reached the bridge and looked down at the dark water.

I knew what would happen next. Silas would make sure I was erased. He would take my shares. He would take my apartment. He would tell the world I was unstable.

I looked at my reflection in a store window. I didn't recognize the woman in the silk dress. She looked small. She looked like someone who could be broken.

I took a deep breath. I needed to leave. Not just the bridge, but the city. I needed to go somewhere where the name Vance didn't mean anything.

Two hours later, I was behind the wheel of my car. I drove fast. I didn't have a plan, only a direction. The road was empty. I reached for the radio, but my hand stopped.

I saw the headlights in my rearview mirror first. They were bright and stayed close. I tried to change lanes, but the other car followed. When I sped up, it sped up.

On the sharp curve near the embankment, the black SUV rammed into my rear bumper. The impact jolted my neck. I tried to steer, but the tires lost their grip on the pavement.

Everything moved in slow motion. The car tilted. The glass in the side window shattered into thousands of small pieces. I felt the sensation of falling, a brief moment of weightlessness before the world turned upside down.

Then, there was only the sound of metal scraping against the guardrail and the smell of gasoline.

I lay there in the wreckage. I couldn't move my legs. Through the broken windshield, I saw a figure stand at the top of the hill. They didn't come down to help. They watched for a minute, then they got back into the SUV and drove away.

I closed my eyes. Elara Vance died in that car.

But as the heat from the engine started to singe the air, I made a choice. I would not stay dead.

1. The Ghost in the Boardroom
I stood in front of the glass doors of the Thorne Industries executive boardroom. My reflection showed a woman in a charcoal power suit with hair so blonde it looked white. I did not recognize the person in the glass. Elara Vance used to wear floral prints and soft fabrics. Sloane Sterling wore armor. I adjusted my sleeves. The fabric was stiff. I pushed the doors open.

The room was full. Twenty men and women sat around a mahogany table that stretched thirty feet. At the head of that table sat Julian Thorne. He was reading a report, his head down. His hair was darker than I remembered, or perhaps the lighting in this room was just less forgiving. He didn't look up when the doors clicked shut behind me.

"This is a private session," a man near the door said. I recognized him. Marcus Thorne, Julian’s uncle. He had always hated me. He stood up, his chair scraping against the floor. "Who let you in? Security is on the floor below. You need to leave immediately."

I walked to the empty chair at the opposite end of the table. I did not sit. I placed my leather briefcase on the wood. The sound of the metal latches popping open was the only noise in the room. Every head turned toward me. Julian finally looked up.

His face went still. I saw his fingers tighten around the pen he was holding. The scar on the back of his hand—the one from the night I disappeared—was a jagged line against his tan skin. He did not speak. He didn't breathe. I watched his eyes move over my face, searching for something. He wouldn't find it. The Elara he knew was buried in a shallow grave of his own making.

"My name is Sloane Sterling," I said. My voice was steady. It didn't have the tremor it used to have when I spoke to him. "I am the managing partner of Sterling Capital. I believe you received our letter of intent this morning regarding Aegis Logistics."

Marcus laughed. It was a short, dry sound. "Sterling Capital? We heard the rumors. Some boutique firm out of Singapore trying to make a name for itself by barking at the big dogs. We aren't selling Aegis. It’s our primary revenue driver for the next three quarters. Now, get out before I have you arrested for trespassing."

I reached into my briefcase and pulled out a stack of blue folders. I slid them across the table. They fanned out like a deck of cards, stopping in front of the board members. Julian didn't touch his. He just kept looking at me.

"You aren't selling Aegis because you think you have a choice," I said. I looked directly at Julian. "But you don't. Sterling Capital has acquired a forty-two percent stake in the debt Thorne Industries carries with the Global Development Bank. We have also secured proxy voting rights from three of your minority shareholders who are unhappy with your recent stagnation."

One of the women at the table opened her folder. Her eyes widened. "This says you’ve initiated a hostile tender offer at a fifteen percent premium over current market value."

"All cash," I added. "The offer is valid for forty-eight hours. After that, we move to liquidate the debt we hold, which would trigger a default clause in your current operating agreements. You would lose the subsidiary and likely your seat at this table, Marcus."

Julian finally spoke. His voice was lower than it used to be. It sounded like he hadn't used it in a long time. "Elara?"

The name hit the room like a physical object. Marcus froze. The woman next to him whispered something. I didn't blink. I didn't allow my expression to change.

"My name is Sloane," I said. "I understand there may be a resemblance to someone from your past, Mr. Thorne, but I am here on behalf of my investors. We find your management of Aegis to be inefficient. We intend to fix that."

Julian stood up. He moved slowly, as if he expected me to vanish if he moved too fast. He walked around the table. The board members watched him in silence. He stopped three feet away from me. Up close, I could see the lines around his eyes. He looked tired. He smelled of the same cedarwood soap he had used years ago. It was the only thing that hadn't changed.

"It's you," he said. He reached out his hand, his fingers hovering near my shoulder. He didn't touch me. I didn't move away. I stayed as still as a statue. "I saw the police report. I saw the car. I thought..."

"You thought what you were told to think," I said. I kept my hands at my sides. "Mr. Thorne, this is a business meeting. If you aren't prepared to discuss the terms of the acquisition, my team is available at the Drake Hotel. We can continue this through our legal representatives."

"How?" he asked. He wasn't listening to the business talk. He was looking at my hair, my eyes, the way I stood. "How are you here?"

"Money and time," I said. "I spent six years building both. You should focus on the folders, Julian. Your father is already in talks to sell his shares to me. He doesn't care about your legacy. He only cares about the exit price. He’s already agreed to my terms in principle."

That got a reaction. Julian’s jaw tightened. Silas Vance was his biggest ally on the board. If Silas was selling, Julian was finished. I knew Silas better than Julian did. Silas didn't have allies; he had assets. And right now, Julian was an underperforming asset.

"Silas wouldn't do that," Julian said, though his voice lacked conviction.

"Silas is a businessman," I replied. "I offered him a way to retire with his pride intact. Something you failed to give him after the data breach scandal six years ago. You remember that, don't you? The night you told me I was a liability?"

Julian looked like I had struck him. He opened his mouth to speak, but Marcus interrupted.

"This is a trick," Marcus shouted. "She’s a fraud. Elara Vance is dead. This woman is an opportunist using a dead girl's face to shake us down. Julian, call the police."

I turned my gaze to Marcus. I pulled a single sheet of paper from my briefcase and held it up. "This is a certified DNA profile and a legal name change decree from the High Court of Singapore. I am Sloane Sterling. If you want to challenge my identity in court, please do so. It will only delay the inevitable and drive your stock price lower. My investors would appreciate the discount."

I closed my briefcase and latched it. The sound was final. I looked at Julian one last time. He looked broken. Good. I wanted him to feel the ground shifting beneath him. I wanted him to know that the world he built on my ruins was about to fall.

"Forty-eight hours, Julian," I said. "Decide if you want to save the company or your pride. You can't keep both."

I turned and walked out of the room. I didn't look back. I didn't stop until I was in the elevator. As the doors closed, I leaned against the back wall. My hands were shaking. I forced them into fists. I took a breath. The air was thin and filtered.

I had been back in Chicago for three days. I had spent every second of those days preparing for this moment. I had imagined his face, his voice, the way the room would go quiet. It was exactly as I had pictured it. But the satisfaction I expected wasn't there yet. It was just a cold, hollow feeling.

My phone vibrated in my pocket. It was a text from my lead analyst. Vance Logistics just moved their quarterly board meeting up to tomorrow morning. Silas is spooked.

I typed back a one-word response: Good.

The elevator reached the lobby. I walked through the marble atrium. People in suits hurried past me, none of them knowing that the foundations of their world had just cracked. I stepped out into the bright afternoon sun. It was hot. The city felt smaller than I remembered.

A black sedan pulled up to the curb. My driver, a man named Elias who had been with me since Singapore, opened the door. I got in.

"Where to, Ms. Sterling?" he asked.

"The cemetery," I said.

He didn't ask questions. He pulled into traffic. I looked out the window at the skyline. I had died here once. Now, I was going to watch the rest of them do the same.
2. Asset Liquidation and Old Wounds
Elias watched me in the rearview mirror as we idled at a red light on Clark Street. He didn’t ask if I was sure about the destination. He simply waited for the light to turn green and steered the sedan toward the north side of the city. The noise of the downtown core faded, replaced by the hushed, manicured quiet of the suburbs where the wealthy buried their secrets.

We pulled through the gates of Oak Ridge Cemetery ten minutes later. The gravel crunched under the tires, a sound that felt too loud in the stillness. Elias stopped the car near a slope shaded by ancient oaks. I didn't wait for him to open the door. I stepped out into the heat. The air was thick and smelled of freshly cut grass and damp earth.

I walked up the path I had memorized from a dozen satellite photos. I hadn't been here since the day they lowered an empty casket into the ground. I hadn't been invited to my own funeral. I had watched it from a distance, hidden in the back of a rental car with a bandaged face and a broken rib, watching Julian Thorne weep into a white handkerchief while my father checked his watch.

I stopped in front of the headstone. It was grey granite, polished to a mirror finish.

ELARA VANCE. 1994–2018. BELOVED DAUGHTER AND SISTER.

There was no mention of Julian. No mention of the life we had planned. It was a sterile marker for a life Silas Vance had decided was no longer an asset.

A bunch of red roses lay at the base of the stone. They were starting to brown at the edges, the petals curling in the sun. I looked at them for a long time. Julian always bought red roses. He said they were classic, like me. I kicked them aside with the toe of my black pump. They tumbled into the dirt, their arrangement ruined.

I reached into my pocket and pulled out a small, silver coin—a Singapore dollar. I placed it on top of the granite. It was a reminder of where I had actually been while they were mourning a ghost. I wasn't Elara anymore. Elara was the girl who waited for a man to save her. Elara was the girl who thought her father loved her more than his profit margins.

My phone vibrated. I didn't have to look at the screen to know who it was. Elias was standing by the car, holding his own device. He gave me a short nod.

I walked back to the sedan. "Silas?" I asked.

"His personal assistant," Elias said, holding the door open. "He wants to see you. Not at the office. At the house. He says it’s about the Sterling Capital proposal."

"He’s trying to avoid the board," I said, sliding into the leather seat. "He knows if he meets me at the office, the rumors will kill his leverage. He wants to handle this like a family matter."

"Are we going?" Elias asked.

"Drive," I said. "It's time to show him that I’m not in his will anymore. I’m the one writing the checks now."

The Vance estate was a sprawling Tudor-style mansion in Lake Forest. It was surrounded by a ten-foot iron fence and a security detail that cost more than a small town’s police force. As we pulled up to the gate, the guard looked at the car, then at the passenger window. I lowered the glass just enough for him to see my eyes. He hesitated, his hand hovering over his radio. He didn't recognize me as Sloane Sterling. He recognized me as a dead woman.

The gates swung open.

We drove up the long, winding driveway. The house looked exactly the same. The ivy was thicker, the stone a bit more weathered, but it still felt like a mausoleum. Elias parked at the front circle. I stepped out and adjusted the jacket of my suit. I felt like I was wearing armor.

The front door opened before I could reach for the knocker. Arthur, the butler who had been there since I was five, stood in the foyer. He went pale. His eyes went wide, and his hands shook at his sides.

"Ms. Sterling is here to see Mr. Vance," I said. My voice was level. I didn't offer him a smile. I didn't acknowledge the way he looked at my hair or the shape of my nose.

"Right this way, Ma'am," he whispered. He didn't use my name. He led me through the house, past the portraits of Vance ancestors and the expensive Ming vases. Every corner of this place held a memory of a girl who didn't exist.

We reached the library. The double doors were heavy oak. Arthur knocked twice and opened them.

Silas Vance sat in a high-backed leather chair behind a desk made of mahogany. He looked older than he had in the news footage from six months ago. His hair was completely white, and his skin had a translucent, papery quality. His cane was leaned against the desk.

He didn't stand up. He stared at me, his fingers interlaced over his stomach.

"You have a lot of nerve coming here," Silas said. His voice was gravelly, but it still had that edge of command that used to make me tremble.

"I have a lot of capital, Silas," I replied. I walked across the room and sat in the chair opposite him without being asked. "In this world, that’s usually enough of a reason to be anywhere."

He leaned forward. "I don't care what name you’re using or what doctors you paid to change your face. I know who you are. And I know what you’re trying to do. You think you can waltz back into Chicago and tear down everything I’ve built?"

"I’m not tearing it down," I said. I opened my briefcase and pulled out a thick folder. I slid it across the desk. "I’m liquidating it. There’s a difference. You’re overleveraged. Your logistics wing is bleeding cash because you didn't adapt to the new tech protocols. Thorne Industries is the only thing keeping your stock price from hitting the floor, and I already have a hand around Julian’s throat."

Silas looked at the folder but didn't touch it. "Julian is family. Or he will be again. Beatrice and he are—"

"Beatrice and Julian are a PR stunt," I interrupted. "I’ve seen the balance sheets, Silas. I know you’ve been funneling money from the family trust to cover the margins on your personal trades. If the board finds out, you won't just lose the company. You’ll lose your house. You’ll lose this chair. You’ll lose your name."

Silas gripped the arms of his chair. His knuckles were white. "What do you want?"

"Your shares," I said. "All of them. Forty-two percent of Vance Logistics. I’m offering you a buyout that will allow you to retire with some dignity. You can tell the world you’re stepping down for health reasons. You can keep the house. You can keep the staff. But you stay away from the board. And you never speak to the press about me again."

He let out a short, harsh laugh. "You’re asking me to hand over my life's work to a girl I threw away."

"I'm not asking," I said. I leaned in, my face inches from his. "I’m telling you the price of your survival. You made a choice six years ago, Silas. You chose a company over your daughter. Now, you’re going to lose both."

The door to the library swung open. I didn't turn around. I knew the scent of the perfume before the woman even spoke. It was heavy, floral, and expensive.

"Father, the caterers are asking about the—" Beatrice stopped mid-sentence. I heard the sharp click of her heels on the hardwood as she walked further into the room. "What is she doing here?"

I stood up slowly and turned to face my sister. Beatrice looked like a polished version of the girl who had framed me. Her hair was perfectly coiffed, her jewelry was massive, and her eyes were full of the same petty malice I remembered.

"We’re discussing business, Beatrice," I said. "Grown-up things. You should go check on the appetizers."

Beatrice’s face contorted. "You’re a fraud. You think because you have a fancy firm and a new suit that we’re afraid of you? You’re still the same pathetic girl who couldn't even keep her fiancé."

"And yet," I said, stepping toward her, "here I am. Buying your father’s legacy while you worry about the guest list for a party no one will want to attend once the news breaks."

I looked back at Silas. He looked defeated. He looked like he was
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