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Prologue
I stood in the center of what used to be the drawing room. The roof over the west wing had fallen in during the second winter I was away. Rainwater sat in a wide pool on the warped floorboards. I looked at the glossy magazine page I had taped to a wall stud.

Elara Vance looked back at me from the paper. She wore a dress made of silver sequins. Her black hair was a sharp line at her jaw. She held a glass of champagne. Her face showed nothing. It was the face of a woman who had spent three years living on the assets she helped strip from my family name.

I touched the scar on my ribs. The prison doctor had been fast with the needle. The skin felt thick and uneven under my shirt.

"Mr. Vane?"

I did not turn around. I knew the voice. It was Arthur. He was the only person who still answered my calls. His shoes clicked on the broken plaster as he walked into the room.

"The car is ready," Arthur said.

"Did you get the guest list?" I asked.

"I did. Marcus Aris is the primary sponsor. Elara is the guest of honor."

I pulled the magazine page off the wall. I folded it. The crease went straight through Elara's eyes. I put it in my pocket. My suit was three years old. It smelled of cedar and dust. It was the only thing I owned that did not belong to the state.

"The Aris Group has a large security team," Arthur said. "You will not get within twenty feet of her."

"I do not need twenty feet," I said. "I only need her to see me."

I walked past him. The wood of the house creaked as the wind moved through the empty window frames. This house used to have paintings on the walls. It used to have a floor that didn't rot. Now it was a shell.

We drove toward the city. The lights of the skyline were too bright. They felt different after three years of grey concrete and iron bars. I watched the people on the sidewalks. They moved fast. They had places to go.

I had one place to go. The Grand Ballroom at the Pierre.

I checked the clock on the dashboard. Eight-thirty. The gala was started.

"You have a plan?" Arthur asked.

"I have a debt," I said.

He did not ask anything else. He had been there in the courtroom. He saw Elara sit in the witness chair. He heard her speak about shipping manifests I had never seen. He saw her cry for the jury while the judge read my sentence.

I reached into the glove box. I pulled out a black envelope. Inside was a card. It had no name on it. It only had a date and a location.

"She thinks I am still in the facility," I said. "She thinks the Aris Group kept the paperwork filed to hold me there for another five years."

"The early release was a surprise," Arthur said.

I looked at my hands. They were rougher than they used to be. I had spent a thousand days thinking about this moment. I did not want the money. I did not want the shipping company back. I wanted to see the look on her face when she realized her lies didn't keep me buried.

We pulled up to the curb. The red carpet was lined with photographers. Their flashes were constant. I saw a black sedan pull up ahead of us.

Marcus Aris stepped out first. He looked the same. He adjusted his cufflinks. He turned and reached back into the car.

Elara stepped out.

The crowd grew quiet for a second before the shouting started. They called her name. She did not smile. She just walked. She stood perfectly straight. Her head was held high. She looked like she owned the street and everyone on it.

I opened my door.

"Julian," Arthur said.

I did not stop. I walked toward the side entrance. I did not have a ticket. I did not have an invitation.

The guard at the door saw me. He moved to block my path. I handed him the black envelope. He looked at the seal on the back. He stepped aside.

I walked into the ballroom. The air was warm. It smelled of lilies and alcohol. The music was low. People were laughing in small groups.

I saw her at the far end of the room. She was standing next to Marcus. His hand was on her back. His fingers pressed into the fabric of her silver dress.

She looked up. Her eyes moved across the room. She was scanning the crowd.

She saw me.

The glass in her hand tilted. A few drops of champagne spilled onto her white glove. She did not move. She did not blink.

I walked toward her. I did not rush. I wanted her to feel every step I took.

The people between us were just shapes. I only saw her. The woman who had dismantled my life piece by piece.

I stopped three feet away from her. Marcus noticed the change in her. He turned his head toward me.

"Can I help you?" Marcus asked.

I ignored him. I looked at Elara.

"You spilled something," I said.

I pointed at the wet spot on her glove.

Her lips parted. No sound came out. Her skin turned pale.

"Julian," she whispered.

"I am back, Elara," I said. "And we have a lot to talk about."

1. The Ghost in the Ballroom
The security guards at the Hôtel de Ville did not look at my face. They looked at the black invitation card in my hand. One of them tapped a tablet screen and nodded. I walked past them and entered the ballroom.

Three years ago, I wore suits made of wool so fine it felt like nothing against my skin. Tonight, the fabric of my jacket was stiff and smelled of the dry cleaner on the corner of a London side street. I stood at the edge of the room and kept my hands in my pockets. The scars on my wrists stayed hidden under my sleeves. They were white, raised lines of tissue that never tanned and never softened.

I looked at the ceiling. Gold leaf covered every inch of the molding. The chandeliers held hundreds of real candles. The wax dripped into crystal catch-trays. Below them, the Obsidian Glass moved in a slow, circular pattern. These were the people who had built my shipping empire and then dismantled it when the first audit was leaked. They spoke in low tones about the price of crude oil and the latest fluctuations in the Euro. None of them looked at me. To them, Julian Vane was a name on a legal document, a man who had vanished into a federal cell.

I saw her standing near the center of the room.

Elara Vance stood by a marble fountain. She wore a dress made of silver scales that caught the yellow light of the candles. Her black hair was cut in a straight line at her jaw. It was shorter than it had been during the trial. She did not have any jewelry on her neck. Her skin was the color of white stone. She held a glass of champagne, but she did not drink it. She watched the person speaking to her, her face fixed in a small, rigid smile.

A man stood behind her. Marcus Aris. He was forty years old, with skin that looked smoothed by expensive treatments. He wore a tuxedo that fit him perfectly. He placed his hand on the back of Elara’s neck. His thumb rested just behind her ear. He did not move his hand as he spoke to a group of men. He held her there.

I started walking. My shoes were heavy on the polished floor. I did not weave through the crowd. I walked in a straight line. People moved out of my way when they felt the momentum of my stride. They turned to look, their conversations dying as I passed. I saw a man I used to trade stocks with drop his chin. He recognized me. He stepped back and whispered to the woman beside him.

I stopped five feet from Elara.

The man she was talking to was a director from a French bank. He saw me and stopped mid-sentence. His eyes went to my face and then down to my cheap suit. He frowned.

"Elara," I said.

My voice was deeper than I remembered. It sounded rough. I had not spoken more than a hundred words a day for over a thousand days.

Elara did not turn around immediately. Her shoulders went still. The glass in her hand remained perfectly level. Marcus Aris stopped talking. He shifted his gaze to me. He did not remove his hand from her neck. He squeezed his fingers, and I saw Elara’s head tilt back a fraction of an inch.

She turned.

The smile was gone. Her mouth was a thin, straight line. Her eyes were dark and wide. She looked at my forehead, then my nose, and finally my eyes. She stayed silent for ten seconds. The only sound in our immediate circle was the splashing of the fountain water.

"Julian," she said.

Her voice was thin. It did not have the confidence of the woman who had stood in a witness box and told a jury that I had forged ten million dollars in shipping manifests.

"You are out," she said.

"I am out," I said. "I stayed for the full duration. No early release for good behavior. They said I lacked remorse."

Marcus Aris stepped around her. He was shorter than me, but he stood with his chest pushed forward. He smelled of oud and expensive soap.

"I don't know how you got an invitation, Vane," Marcus said. "But you are not supposed to be within five hundred yards of my wife. There is a standing order."

"The order expired when I processed out of the facility this morning," I said. I did not look at him. I kept my eyes on Elara. "You look different, Elara. You look like you haven't slept since the verdict."

She didn't blink. A single drop of champagne spilled over the rim of her glass and ran down her fingers. She didn't wipe it away.

"You should leave, Julian," she whispered. "There is nothing for you to find here. Everything you owned is gone. The houses. The ships. The accounts. It was all sold to pay the creditors."

"I know where the money went," I said. "I watched the wire transfers from a screen in the prison library. I watched the Aris Group absorb my fleet for ten cents on the dollar."

Marcus moved closer. He placed himself between me and Elara. "We bought a failing asset at a fair market price. Your own CFO signed the papers. Elara was simply the one brave enough to tell the truth about your internal accounting."

I looked at Marcus’s face. He was smiling, but his eyes were fixed on the security guards who were now moving toward us from the corners of the ballroom.

"The truth is a specific thing, Marcus," I said. "I spent three years thinking about the truth. I realized that Elara didn't have the access she claimed to have. She couldn't have seen the manifests unless someone gave her a key to my private server. And there were only two people with that key. Me and my father."

Elara’s face went even paler. She looked at the floor.

"Your father is dead, Julian," she said. "He took his own life before the trial started. Don't drag him into this."

"He died because he couldn't live with what he did," I said. "But I can live with it. I can live with all of it."

The security guards arrived. There were two of them. They were large men with earpieces and hands folded in front of their belts. They did not touch me yet. They waited for a signal.

"Get him out of here," Marcus said. "He's trespassing."

"Wait," Elara said.

She stepped around Marcus. She reached out as if to touch my arm, but she stopped her hand two inches away. I saw her fingers trembling.

"Why are you here?" she asked. "If you want money, we can arrange a settlement. If you want a job, Marcus can find you something in a warehouse. Just tell us what the price is to make you go away."

"I don't want your money," I said. "I want to see you lose everything the way I did. I want to watch the Glass break."

I looked at the people watching us. They were filming with their phones now. This was the social execution I had planned. I wanted them to see the Great Julian Vane standing in a cheap suit, accusing the Princess Diva of the Aris Group of perjury.

But as I looked at her, I saw the way she watched Marcus. Every time he moved, her eyes followed him. She didn't look like a woman who had won. She looked like a woman who was waiting for a blow to land.

"He has you in a cage, doesn't he?" I said, my voice lower now, for her ears only.

She didn't answer. She turned her back to me and walked away. She didn't look back. Marcus followed her, his hand returning to the back of her neck as soon as he reached her side.

The security guards stepped forward. One of them took my elbow.

"This way, sir," he said.

I didn't fight them. I let them lead me through the ballroom. I felt the eyes of the Obsidian Glass on my back. I felt their judgment and their curiosity.

They led me out the front doors and down the stone steps. The night air in Paris was cool and tasted of exhaust. I walked across the street and sat on a wooden bench. I watched the lights of the Hôtel de Ville.

An hour later, the black Maybach pulled up to the entrance. Marcus and Elara came out. He was speaking into her ear, his face inches from hers. He gripped her upper arm so hard her skin bunched between his fingers. He pulled her toward the car. She stumbled on the step, and he didn't help her up. He pushed her into the back seat and climbed in after her.

The car drove away, the red taillights disappearing into the traffic.

I stood up. My legs felt heavy. I didn't have a plan yet, but I had seen enough. The woman who destroyed me was being destroyed by the man she chose. I wasn't the only one who had lost everything three years ago.

I started walking toward the train station. I had a backpack in a locker and a list of names in my head. Elara Vance was at the top of that list, but for the first time, I didn't want to kill her. I wanted to know what Marcus Aris was using to keep her silent.
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