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A Fortune in Ruins

Some betrayals cost a fortune. The worst ones cost your heart.

Five years ago, Alessia Hart lost everything when the man she loved chose his empire over her family. Her father, Daniel Hart, was accused of financial fraud at Blackwood Holdings, a scandal that destroyed his reputation and ultimately cost him his life. The man who allowed it to happen was Adrian Blackwood the powerful billionaire who once promised Alessia forever.

Now Alessia is back in New York, no longer the woman Adrian remembers. She has built a career as a financial investigator, and she has one purpose: uncover the truth about her father's downfall. When Adrian hires her to investigate suspicious transactions threatening his company, she sees the perfect opportunity to get close to the records—and the man she has spent five years trying to forget.

But the deeper Alessia digs, the more she discovers that her father's case was built on manipulated evidence, hidden payments, and a betrayal reaching into the highest levels of Blackwood Holdings. Adrian may not have orchestrated the conspiracy, but his silence helped destroy an innocent man. And the closer they get to the truth, the harder it becomes to ignore the attraction that never truly disappeared.

Caught between revenge and the feelings she swore she had buried, Alessia must decide whether exposing the past is worth risking her future. Meanwhile, Adrian faces the greatest test of his life: surrendering the fortune, power, and reputation he once protected at any cost.

Because some betrayals cannot be undone, and some apologies cannot erase the damage.

But when the truth finally comes to light, will love be enough to give two broken hearts a second chance?

A Fortune in Ruins is a standalone billionaire romance featuring enemies to lovers, betrayal, revenge, forced proximity, second chances, intense chemistry, and a journey toward redemption.
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[image: ]


The last time I stood in front of Adrian Blackwood, I was crying.

Today, I intended to make him bleed.

Not literally, of course. I had spent five years learning that the most devastating wounds rarely required a weapon. Sometimes, all it took was a signature, a carefully buried document, or a man in an expensive suit deciding that someone else's life was an acceptable price for his own success.

Adrian had signed the document.

My father had paid the price.

And now, as I stepped out of the elevator on the forty-second floor of Blackwood Holdings, I was going to make sure Adrian remembered exactly what he'd done.

The reception area stretched before me in a sweep of polished black marble and glass. Beyond the floor-to-ceiling windows, Manhattan glittered beneath the pale October sky, all steel towers and restless traffic. The company logo gleamed on the wall behind the reception desk, silver letters against a field of black.

BLACKWOOD HOLDINGS.

Five years ago, I'd walked through those doors holding Adrian's hand, wearing his jacket over my shoulders because I'd forgotten mine in his car. He'd kissed my temple in the elevator and promised to take me to dinner after his meeting.

He'd never made it to dinner.

Three days later, my father's name was dragged through every financial newspaper in the country.

Two weeks after that, Adrian had signed the settlement that ended the investigation without clearing him.

And six months later, my father was dead.

I adjusted the cuff of my black blazer and forced my fingers to relax around the leather portfolio tucked beneath my arm.

I was not that girl anymore.

That girl had believed love meant trust. That girl had thought the man who memorized her coffee order, kissed the inside of her wrist when he thought she was upset, and called her at midnight just to hear her voice would never let her family be destroyed.

That girl had been wrong.

"Good morning. Can I help you?"

The receptionist looked up with a professional smile.

"Alessia Hart. I'm here for the ten o'clock meeting with Mr. Blackwood."

Her fingers moved over the keyboard.

"Of course, Ms. Hart. Mr. Blackwood is expecting you." She glanced at the screen, then back at me. "You're here regarding the financial investigation?"

"That's correct."

"Wonderful. Someone will escort you shortly."

I returned her smile, giving her nothing to question.

My new professional identity was clean, polished, and deliberately unremarkable. Financial investigator. Independent consultant. A woman with excellent references, a sharp eye for irregular transactions, and no obvious connection to the scandal that had nearly destroyed Blackwood Holdings five years ago.

The company had changed its leadership structure, expanded internationally, and doubled its valuation since then. Adrian had become one of the youngest billionaires in the country, his face appearing on magazine covers beneath headlines about ambition, innovation, and the new generation of American wealth.

No one mentioned Daniel Hart anymore.

No one except me.

A young assistant appeared with a tablet in hand.

"Ms. Hart? If you'll follow me."

I followed her past a row of glass-walled offices. Executives spoke in low voices over conference tables. Assistants hurried between departments carrying folders and coffee. On one wall hung a series of framed photographs documenting Blackwood Holdings' rise from a modest investment firm to a global financial powerhouse.

Adrian appeared in three of them.

In the first, he stood beside the company's founder, his expression serious, his dark hair slightly longer than it was now. In the second, he was shaking hands with a foreign minister. In the third, he stood alone on a stage, accepting an award beneath a shower of white lights.

He looked composed in every photograph.

He always had.

Even at twenty-eight, when his world was collapsing around him and I had begged him to tell me what was happening, Adrian had been able to look me in the eyes and make silence feel like an answer.

The assistant stopped at a set of double doors.

"Mr. Blackwood will be with you in a moment. You can wait inside."

She opened the door.

I stepped into a conference room large enough to accommodate a small army. A long table of dark wood occupied the center, surrounded by leather chairs. A glass wall overlooked the city. At the far end, a screen displayed a financial summary filled with figures and graphs.

I set my portfolio on the table and remained standing.

I had rehearsed this meeting so many times that I could have delivered my opening statement in my sleep. I would introduce myself, establish the scope of the investigation, and negotiate access to the records. I would remain professional. I would not mention my father unless it became necessary.

I would not allow Adrian to see that he could still hurt me.

The door opened behind me.

"Ms. Hart."

His voice.

One quiet word, and five years collapsed into a single, unbearable instant.

I turned.

Adrian Blackwood stood in the doorway, one hand resting on the handle.

He was taller than I remembered, although that was probably an illusion created by the years between us. His shoulders filled the dark charcoal suit he wore with effortless precision. His white shirt was open at the collar, no tie, and a silver watch caught the light when he released the door.

His hair was shorter now, brushed back from his forehead. His jaw was sharper, his face leaner. There was a faint line between his brows that hadn't been there when we were younger.

But his eyes were the same.

Pale blue. Unsettlingly observant.

Eyes that had once looked at me as though the rest of the world could wait.

For a moment, neither of us spoke.

I had imagined this reunion countless times. In some versions, I was triumphant. In others, I was cold enough to make him uncomfortable. Occasionally, I allowed myself the fantasy of seeing genuine regret cross his face.

I had never imagined the way my body would betray me.

My pulse stumbled. Heat crept beneath my collar. Every nerve seemed to remember the exact distance between us, the warmth of his hands, the roughness of his voice when he whispered my name against my skin.

I hated that my heart still recognized him before my mind could remind it why it shouldn't.

Adrian closed the door.

"Alessia."

My name sounded different in his mouth now. Lower. Rougher around the edges.

"Mr. Blackwood."

Something changed in his expression.

It was subtle. A tightening around his eyes. A brief stillness that might have gone unnoticed by anyone who hadn't once known every shade of his silence.

He looked at me as though I had struck him.

Then he recovered.

"Please." He gestured toward the table. "Sit."

"Thank you."

I took the chair opposite his and opened my portfolio.

He didn't sit immediately. His gaze moved over my face, pausing for the briefest moment on my mouth before returning to my eyes.

I resented him for noticing.

I resented myself more for noticing that he noticed.

Finally, he took the seat across from me.

"I wasn't expecting you personally," he said.

"Your office scheduled the meeting."

"My office scheduled a meeting with an independent financial investigator. They didn't tell me the investigator was you."

"Would that have changed anything?"

His jaw tightened.

"That's what I'm trying to determine."

"Then I suggest we begin with the facts. They tend to be more useful than assumptions."

A flicker of something crossed his face. It might have been irritation.

It might have been the ghost of a smile.

"You always did prefer facts."

"And you always preferred convenient explanations."

The silence that followed was immediate and absolute.

I had promised myself I wouldn't do this. Not yet. I had come for the records, not for the satisfaction of watching him flinch.

But Adrian had always possessed the extraordinary ability to make me forget my own carefully constructed plans.

He leaned back in his chair.

"Five years," he said quietly.

I kept my expression neutral. "I'm sorry?"

"Five years since we last saw each other."

"I can count."

"I wasn't suggesting otherwise."

"Then perhaps we should discuss the reason I'm here."

His gaze held mine.

"Of course."

He reached for the financial summary on the table, but I noticed the way his fingers paused against the paper.

He was affected.

Good.

I had spent five years carrying the weight of what he'd done. He could carry a fraction of it for one meeting.

I slid a document across the table.

"As you know, Blackwood Holdings has identified a series of discrepancies connected to the acquisition of Westbridge Capital. The transactions are spread across multiple subsidiaries, and the preliminary review suggests that the losses may be substantially greater than initially reported."

He glanced at the document.

"How much greater?"

"That depends on the records I'm given access to."

"Your preliminary assessment?"

"Between twelve and eighteen million dollars."

His expression barely changed, but his attention sharpened.

"And the discrepancy?"

"Funds were transferred through three intermediary companies before being routed into accounts associated with Westbridge. Two of those companies appear to have no legitimate operating activity."

"Shell companies."

"That's my preliminary conclusion."

He studied the figures.

"Who commissioned your initial review?"

"Your finance department supplied the materials. I conducted the analysis independently."

"And you found this in a matter of days?"

"I found the inconsistencies in a matter of days. Determining who authorized them will take longer."

He lifted his eyes to mine.

"You're confident you can identify the source?"

"I'm confident the records will tell us what happened if someone hasn't made a concerted effort to conceal it."

"And if someone has?"

I folded my hands on the table.

"Then I'll find out who."

Something about the answer seemed to hold his attention. He watched me for a long moment, and I could almost see the questions moving behind his eyes.

He had always been good at reading people.

He had once read me better than I read myself.

"Your résumé is impressive," he said eventually. "Several years with independent audit firms. Corporate fraud investigations. Forensic accounting. You left your last firm six months ago."

"Correct."

"Why?"

"I wanted to work independently."

"That's all?"

"Is there another answer you'd prefer?"

He exhaled through his nose.

"You've become difficult."

"No. I've become selective about whom I answer."

His gaze dropped briefly to my left hand.

I followed it before I could stop myself.

My fingers were twisting the slim gold ring I wore on my right hand, turning it around and around as though it might reveal something if I worried it long enough.

I froze.

The ring had belonged to my mother. I'd worn it for years, long before Adrian, long before the scandal. But he'd known that particular nervous habit, had once covered my hand with his and gently stopped the movement whenever I grew anxious.

His eyes lifted to mine.

"You still do that."

I released the ring.

"Do what?"

"Turn it when you're nervous."

"I'm not nervous."

"No?"

"No."

He looked at my hand again, and I curled it into a fist beneath the table.

"Then perhaps you're angry."

I smiled without warmth.

"At last, something we agree on."

For the first time, his composure slipped. Not much. Just enough for me to see the man beneath the billionaire's polished exterior, the man who used to laugh with his head tipped back and fall asleep with his hand tangled in my hair.

The memory came so suddenly that I had to look away.

I remembered a small apartment on the Upper West Side, before the penthouse and the private elevator and the magazine covers. I remembered Adrian cooking pasta badly because he'd insisted he could do it without a recipe. I remembered him standing barefoot in my kitchen, swearing at a pot of boiling water while I laughed so hard I had to sit on the counter.

I remembered him pressing his forehead against mine afterward.

When all of this gets bigger, he'd whispered, promise me you'll tell me when I'm becoming someone you don't recognize.

I had promised.

He had never asked whether he was keeping his side of the bargain.

"Let's return to the investigation," I said.

His eyes remained on me.

"All right."

"I'll need complete access to the acquisition records, including archived transaction histories, internal authorization logs, correspondence related to the intermediary companies, and the original documentation for any accounts connected to the transfers."

"That can be arranged."

"I'll also need to speak directly with the employees responsible for the relevant transactions."

"Within reason."

"Within reason?"

"Some records involve privileged legal communications. Others may contain confidential information unrelated to the investigation."

"Then your legal department can identify the privileged material and explain the basis for withholding it. I'm not asking you to hand me the company's entire history."

His mouth tightened slightly.

"I understand how an investigation works, Ms. Hart."

"Then you understand why I need access."

He set the report down.

"You haven't changed as much as I thought."

"And you have."

The words escaped before I could stop them.

Something shifted between us.

For a heartbeat, the financial documents, the glass walls, the distant city—all of it seemed to disappear. There was only Adrian, looking at me with an expression I couldn't quite interpret.

"Have I?" he asked.

I should have answered with something sharp. Something that would put distance between us.

Instead, I saw the night I'd left him.

I had stood outside his apartment with my father's name burning across the screen of my phone. Every news outlet in the country had reported that Daniel Hart, senior financial officer at Blackwood Holdings, had diverted millions through fraudulent accounts.

My father had called me twice that night.

I hadn't answered the first call because I was arguing with Adrian.

I hadn't answered the second because Adrian had told me he would fix everything.

By morning, the settlement had been signed.

My father had become the face of a financial scandal he swore he hadn't committed. Adrian's company had survived. The investigation had closed. And the man who had promised me he would never let me face the world alone had refused to answer his phone.

I'd never heard my father's voice again after that week.

I blinked, forcing the memory back into the dark place where I'd kept it.

"You've become very good at looking like nothing touches you," I said.

His expression changed.

"Alessia—"

"No." I straightened in my chair. "We are not here to discuss the past."

"You brought the past into this room the moment you walked through the door."

"I came here because someone is stealing from your company."

"Do you expect me to believe that's the only reason?"

The question struck closer than it should have.

I met his gaze.

"I don't care what you believe."

"Then why come here at all? You have the qualifications to investigate any number of companies. You could have chosen another client."

"Because your company has a financial problem, and I'm very good at solving financial problems."

"That sounds rehearsed."

"Perhaps you should consider hiring someone less prepared."

He stared at me.

For one reckless second, I thought he might reach across the table. His fingers shifted against the wood, and I remembered those hands at my waist, on my face, holding mine as we crossed a busy street.

My body remembered the way he'd touched me long after my heart had learned to fear it.

I hated that, too.

Adrian withdrew his hand and stood.

"The preliminary records will be made available by the end of the day. I'll authorize temporary access to the relevant departments, subject to legal review."

"Good."

"You'll report directly to me."

"I'd prefer to report to the audit committee."

"That committee has no operational authority over this investigation."

"Then establish a separate reporting channel."

He looked almost impressed.

"You're negotiating your terms before I've even offered you the position."

"I thought the position was the reason for this meeting."

"It is."

"Then let's not waste any more time."

He came around the table and stopped beside my chair.

I could have stood immediately. Instead, I remained seated for one second too long, suddenly aware of how close he was.

His cologne was familiar enough to hurt.

Clean cedar, something dark and warm beneath it. The scent of his coat when he'd wrapped it around my shoulders on a winter night. The scent of his pillow when I'd stayed over. The scent of a life I'd once thought would be mine.

I stood.

Now we were close enough that I had to tilt my chin slightly to meet his eyes.

He looked down at me.

"I didn't know you'd be the one coming," he said.

"I gathered that."

"If I'd known—"

"You would have what? Refused the meeting? Warned your legal team? Made sure the records were cleaned up before I arrived?"

His face hardened.

"I wouldn't have done that."

"You don't get to tell me what you would or wouldn't have done."

"No," he said. "Apparently, I don't get to tell you much of anything anymore."

The quietness of his voice unsettled me more than anger would have.

I picked up my portfolio.

"This is a professional arrangement. I expect professional conduct. I will investigate the discrepancies, document what I find, and provide my conclusions. I won't discuss my personal life with you, and I won't allow our history to interfere with my work."

"Our history."

He said the words as though they had edges.

I turned toward the door.

"Ms. Hart."

I stopped but didn't look back.

"Alessia."

There it was again. My name, stripped of its formal distance.

I closed my eyes for a fraction of a second.

"What?"

"I never stopped—"

"Don't."

The word came out sharper than I intended.

Silence fell between us.

I turned around.

For the first time since entering the room, I allowed myself to look at him without the protective filter of anger. I looked at the man who had once known every dream I had, the man who had kissed me in the rain outside my father's house, the man who had promised that whatever happened, we would face it together.

Then I remembered the settlement.

I remembered my father's funeral.

And I remembered Adrian standing at the back of the church, too far away to speak to me, too close to pretend he hadn't come.

"Whatever you were going to say," I told him, "save it."

His face had gone very still.

"You don't know what I was going to say."

"I know enough."

"No." His voice lowered. "You know what you believe happened."

The words landed between us like a challenge.

My fingers tightened around the portfolio.

"My father is dead, Adrian."

For a moment, something naked and painful crossed his face.

"I know."

"Do you?"

He didn't answer.

"Because you seem to have built a very comfortable life around what happened to him."

"Alessia—"

"You have the penthouse, the company, the money, the awards. You have everything you wanted."

His eyes darkened.

"You think I wanted it like this?"

"I think you wanted it badly enough to accept the price."

He flinched.

It was small. Almost imperceptible.

But I saw it.

And for one ugly second, I was satisfied.

Then I hated myself for being satisfied.

Because this was what revenge did. It made you feel powerful for a moment and hollow immediately afterward. It taught you to measure success by the pain you could inflict on someone else.

I had spent five years promising myself I would never become the kind of person who could destroy someone and call it justice.

I wasn't sure how well I was keeping that promise.

I moved toward the door.

"Have the records sent to my office," I said. "I'll begin the review tomorrow."

"My assistant will contact you."

"Good."

I opened the door.

"Alessia."

I didn't turn.

"Whatever you came here to find," he said quietly, "be careful."

A bitter laugh escaped me.

"Is that a threat?"

"No."

"Then what is it?"

A pause.

"A warning."

I looked over my shoulder.

His expression was unreadable, but the tension in his jaw had returned.

"From you?" I asked. "How thoughtful."

I left before he could answer.

The corridor seemed brighter than it had when I'd entered. I walked past the glass offices, past the framed photographs, past the employees who had no idea that the woman moving among them had once believed this company was part of her future.

I didn't stop until I reached the elevator.

Only then did I allow myself to breathe.

The doors closed, sealing me inside the mirrored compartment. My reflection stared back at me: black blazer, cream blouse, dark hair pinned neatly at the nape of my neck. A composed woman with a portfolio under her arm and no visible cracks.

I looked exactly as I'd intended.

My phone vibrated.

An unfamiliar number.

For a moment, I considered ignoring it. Then a second message appeared.

You shouldn't have gone back to Blackwood Holdings.

My stomach tightened.

I read it again.

The elevator descended past the thirty-eighth floor, then the thirty-seventh.

Another message arrived.

If you're investigating the old accounts, stop now. You don't know what your father really found.

The doors opened onto the lobby.

I didn't move.

People stepped around me, talking into phones, laughing, rushing toward the revolving doors. Outside, a taxi honked. Somewhere above me, Adrian Blackwood was probably already calling his legal team, determined to find out why I had returned.

I stared at the screen until it dimmed.

My father had found something.

I had always suspected it. His final months had been filled with unanswered questions, missing documents, and conversations that stopped whenever I entered the room. But I'd never found the proof that explained why the investigation had collapsed so quickly—or why a man who had spent his life protecting his reputation had agreed to a settlement that made him look guilty.

Now someone knew I was looking.

Someone who wanted me to stop.

I typed a response.

Who is this?

The message showed as delivered.

No answer came.

I stepped out of the elevator and crossed the lobby, keeping my face calm while my thoughts raced. The first objective had been simple: get inside Blackwood Holdings and access the records. I'd achieved that much.

But I hadn't expected Adrian to look at me as though my return had reopened a wound he had spent five years trying to bury.

I hadn't expected the old chemistry to be there, either.

That was the most dangerous part.

I could handle his anger. I could handle his suspicion. I could even handle the possibility that he would try to obstruct my investigation.

What I couldn't afford was remembering the man I'd loved and mistaking the memory for the truth.

Outside, the cold air caught my face. I drew my coat around myself and walked toward the curb, my phone still clutched in one hand.

I had come to Blackwood Holdings to find evidence.

I had come to make Adrian answer for what he'd done.

But as I looked up at the tower rising above me, I understood something I hadn't fully considered before.

Whatever had happened to my father hadn't ended five years ago.

And someone was frightened enough to threaten me for asking the questions that should have been asked back then.

I slipped the phone into my pocket and lifted my chin.

Let them be frightened.

I was done being afraid.

Upstairs, Adrian stood alone in the conference room long after the door had closed behind her.

He had faced hostile investors, government inquiries, and board members who would have happily watched him lose everything if it meant increasing their own power. He had negotiated billion-dollar acquisitions without raising his voice and dismantled business rivals with a few carefully chosen sentences.

None of it had prepared him for the sight of Alessia Hart walking into his office.

He could still see her face when she'd told him her father was dead.

He could still hear the coldness in her voice when she'd accused him of accepting the price.

He deserved every word.

That didn't make them hurt less.

Adrian turned toward the windows. The city stretched beneath him, glittering and indifferent. Five years ago, he'd believed that if he could keep Blackwood Holdings alive long enough, he could uncover the truth quietly. He could protect the employees, stabilize the company, and then repair the damage done to Daniel Hart.

He had told himself there would be time.

He had told himself silence was temporary.

Daniel had died before Adrian found the proof he needed.

And then the months became years, the company grew, and Adrian learned how easy it was to bury guilt beneath the next crisis.

He had never stopped thinking about Alessia.

He had never stopped keeping the photograph, either.

It was hidden in the bottom drawer of his desk, beneath old contracts and documents he no longer needed. In it, Alessia stood barefoot on a beach in the Hamptons, laughing at something outside the frame. Her hair was windblown, her eyes bright, and her hand was reaching toward him.

He had taken it the summer before everything fell apart.

He'd never been able to throw it away.

His phone rang.

"Yes?" he answered.

"Adrian, it's Martin from finance. Sorry to interrupt, but there's something you should see."

Adrian straightened.

"What is it?"

"We found another transfer connected to the Westbridge review. The authorization trail is unusual."

"Unusual how?"

A pause.

"The transfer was routed through a company that was flagged during the Daniel Hart investigation five years ago."

The room seemed to grow colder.

Adrian looked toward the closed door through which Alessia had disappeared.

"Send me the details," he said.

"I already have. There's something else. The approval code belongs to an executive who left the company years ago."

Adrian's fingers tightened around the phone.

"Who?"

Martin told him.

For several seconds, Adrian said nothing.

Then he looked down at the report Alessia had left on the table, at the figures she'd circled in red, at the same pattern of shell companies he had hoped never to see again.

The past had returned with her.

And this time, it had brought evidence.

Adrian ended the call and reached for his desk phone.

"Cancel my next two meetings," he told his assistant. "And find out everything you can about Alessia Hart's investigation history, her recent clients, and who knew she was coming here today."

He paused, his gaze fixed on the door.

"Everything."
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I had built an empire on the belief that every problem had a solution.

Money could buy time. Information could expose weaknesses. Pressure could force people to reveal what they were hiding. And if all else failed, patience usually accomplished what power could not.

I had been wrong about one thing.

There was no strategy that could prepare me for Alessia Hart walking back into my life and looking at me as though I were a stranger she had every reason to despise.

By six that evening, I had canceled three meetings, questioned two senior executives, and received a report confirming that the woman I had once intended to marry had spent the last six months working independently on financial investigations.

The report told me where she had worked, which cases she had handled, and how carefully she had constructed her professional reputation.

It told me nothing about why she had come back to me.

I stood behind my desk, staring at the last page.

Alessia had no outstanding debts. No legal disputes. No obvious financial pressure. Her recent work had been profitable enough that she could have continued accepting clients without difficulty.

She hadn't come to Blackwood Holdings because she needed a job.

She had come because she wanted something.

The question was whether she wanted the truth or wanted to watch me lose everything I had spent five years building.

I couldn't blame her for either possibility.

My assistant, Clara, appeared at the open doorway.

"Your six-thirty call is waiting."

"Move it to tomorrow."

"You've already moved it twice."

"Then move it a third time."

She glanced at the papers on my desk, wisely decided against commenting, and disappeared.

I picked up my phone and called Naomi Pierce, our general counsel.

She answered on the second ring.

"Please tell me you've found something that justifies disrupting my evening."

"I found a problem."

"You'll need to be more specific. You work at a company with twelve thousand employees. We have problems every evening."

"Alessia Hart."

Silence.

Then, "The investigator?"

"Yes."

"You're kidding."

"I rarely find that particular subject amusing."

"Adrian." Her voice sharpened. "You hired the woman who has spent five years blaming you for her father's death?"

"I haven't hired her yet."

"But you're considering it."

"She found discrepancies in the acquisition records that our internal team missed."

"That doesn't answer my question."

"No," I said. "It doesn't."

Naomi sighed. I could picture her sitting in her office, dark hair pulled into its usual immaculate knot, reading through a document while deciding how much patience I deserved.

She had been my legal counsel for four years. She knew when I was avoiding an answer.

"Are you hiring her because she's qualified," she asked, "or because you want her close enough to figure out what she's planning?"

"Both."

"That's a terrible reason to bring someone into a sensitive investigation."

"She's already identified a problem."

"Then give her the relevant records, establish independent oversight, and keep your personal history out of it."

"That would be easier if my personal history hadn't just walked into my conference room wearing black and demanding access to my company's archives."

"Your personal history has a name, Adrian. And if you're going to work with her, you need to remember she's a professional."

I looked through the glass wall at the darkening city.

"I know exactly who she is."

"Do you?" Naomi asked quietly. "Because the last time you were certain you understood what was happening, Daniel Hart took the blame for a crime he may not have committed."

The words struck harder than she intended.

Or perhaps exactly as hard as she intended.

"I'll send you the transaction records," I said.

"That's not an answer."

"It's the answer you're getting."

I ended the call before she could continue.

For several seconds, I remained motionless, the phone pressed against my palm.

Naomi was right about one thing. I couldn't afford to let my history with Alessia dictate how this investigation proceeded.

But keeping her at a professional distance would be difficult when every instinct I possessed wanted to do the opposite.

I wanted to know whether she was sleeping well. Whether she still drank coffee without sugar. Whether she had someone waiting for her at home.

I wanted to know if she ever thought about the life we'd planned before I destroyed it.

Most of all, I wanted to ask whether there was anything left of the woman who used to look at me as though I was the one person in the world she could trust.

I had no right to ask any of those questions.

So I opened the transaction report instead.

The transfer Martin had flagged involved a company registered in Delaware under the name Meridian Strategic Partners. Its listed business activity was financial consulting, although the company had no employees, no public-facing office, and no identifiable clients.

It had received payments from a Blackwood Holdings subsidiary three times in the previous four months.

The amounts were modest enough to escape attention individually.

Together, they exceeded four million dollars.

The authorization trail was even more concerning. The final approval had been entered using an executive code that should have been deactivated years ago.

I knew the name attached to it.

Thomas Bell.

Bell had served as vice president of corporate finance until his departure shortly after the Daniel Hart investigation. Officially, he had left to pursue opportunities elsewhere. I remembered signing the paperwork that formalized his resignation.

I also remembered Victor Sloane telling me Bell's departure was unrelated to the scandal.

Victor had been my mentor since I was twenty-four. He had taught me how to read a balance sheet, how to recognize a bad acquisition before it became a public disaster, and how to negotiate with men who believed their wealth entitled them to anything they wanted.

When my father died, Victor had become the closest thing I had to a family elder inside the company.

He had also been the person who advised me to settle the case against Daniel Hart.

You can spend years fighting allegations, he had told me, or you can protect the business and move forward.

At the time, I had believed he was trying to save the company.

Now I wondered what else he had been trying to save.

I opened the archived investigation folder.

Most of the original documents were stored in a restricted digital repository, with access limited to legal counsel and a handful of executives. I had reviewed the file repeatedly in the months after the scandal, searching for something that would tell me why Daniel's signature appeared on transactions he had denied authorizing.

I had found inconsistencies.

I had found missing correspondence.

I had found a warning from an internal analyst that one of the documents might have been forged.

What I had not found was enough evidence to prove who had done it.

And I had made a decision.

I had signed the settlement.

I had allowed the company to move forward while Daniel's reputation remained in ruins.

I had told myself that I would return to the investigation when the company was stable.

Then Daniel died, and every possible explanation seemed to arrive too late.

My phone vibrated.

A message from Martin.

The old authorization code was used again this afternoon. Same credentials. Different subsidiary.

I read it twice.

Someone wasn't merely stealing money.

Someone had access to a system that should have been inaccessible. Someone knew which credentials had been retired, which records were restricted, and how to move funds through the company without triggering immediate scrutiny.

And now Alessia was involved.

I opened my contacts and found her number.

I hadn't deleted it.

Not in five years.

I had changed phones twice since our relationship ended. I had transferred thousands of contacts, updated passwords, and discarded entire archives of old messages. Her number had followed me through every device, saved under a single word.

Alessia.

I could have called her. I could have warned her about the authorization code and asked whether she'd found anything similar in the preliminary records.

Instead, I set the phone down.

If I called her now, she would hear the man who had once loved her trying to use that history to get close again.

She would assume I wanted something.

She would be right.

I wanted another chance.

But wanting something had never made it mine to take.

At seven-fifteen, I arrived at the apartment I had owned for three years and rarely considered a home.

The penthouse occupied the upper floors of a glass tower overlooking Central Park. Its interior had been designed by someone who specialized in making expensive spaces look effortless: pale stone, dark wood, carefully chosen art, and windows that transformed the city into a private spectacle.

There were rooms I used every day and rooms I barely entered.

The dining table seated twelve. I usually ate at the kitchen island.

The formal living room had been arranged around a fireplace I had never lit.

The guest bedrooms were immaculate.

The apartment was beautiful.

It was also the loneliest place I knew.

I loosened my collar, poured a glass of water, and stood by the windows while the city shifted from afternoon gray to a landscape of illuminated buildings.

My phone rang.

Victor Sloane.

I answered.

"Adrian," he said warmly. "I was hoping to catch you before dinner."

"Is something wrong?"

"Must something be wrong for me to call?"

"Usually."

He laughed softly.

"Fair enough. I heard you have a new investigator looking into the Westbridge acquisition."

News traveled quickly inside the company.

"Who told you?"

"People talk. Particularly when a new consultant is requesting access to sensitive financial records."

"She hasn't requested anything outside the scope of the investigation."

"Of course. I'm sure she's perfectly competent."

His tone was casual, but something about the phrasing made me look more closely at the city beyond the glass.

"You sound concerned."

"Not concerned. Cautious. We have a significant acquisition in progress, and I don't want the company exposed to unnecessary risk."

"That's why we're investigating the discrepancies."

"Naturally." He paused. "I understand the woman is Daniel Hart's daughter."

There it was.

No surprise. No uncertainty. He had known exactly who she was before he called me.

"She is."

"Adrian, I don't need to tell you how unfortunate that family situation was."

I closed my eyes briefly.

"Don't."

"Don't what?"

"Refer to what happened to Daniel as a family situation."

A silence followed.

When Victor spoke again, his voice had softened.

"I know you took his death hard."

I gripped the glass.

"You know nothing about how I took his death."

"I was there, Adrian. I watched you carry the company through the worst period of its existence. I watched you work eighteen-hour days while the press tore you apart. I know what it cost you."

He was right about the cost.

He had been there when the company nearly collapsed. He had sat beside me through meetings with the board, investors, and lawyers. He had assured me that the settlement was the only way to prevent the scandal from spreading into every division of the business.

He had also told me the evidence against Daniel was conclusive.

I had wanted to believe him.

That was the part I had never forgiven myself for.

"Alessia is a professional," I said. "She'll be given the access she needs to investigate the transactions."

"Then I trust you'll make certain she doesn't go beyond them."

"She'll follow the evidence."

"Evidence can be interpreted in many ways."

"Not when it's properly documented."

Victor exhaled.

"I've spent decades helping you build this company. I'm asking you not to let old emotions cloud your judgment."

I looked down at the glass in my hand.

"You called me because you were concerned about an investigator. You knew who she was before I told you. And now you're asking me to limit what she investigates."

"I'm asking you to be sensible."

"Why?"

The question hung between us.

Victor did not answer immediately.

When he did, the warmth had returned to his voice.

"Because there are people in this company who worked very hard to put that scandal behind us. Some of them are still here. We owe it to them to avoid reopening wounds without cause."

I thought of the authorization code. The shell company. The money moving through subsidiaries under credentials that should no longer have existed.

"Perhaps the wounds were never properly examined," I said.

"Be careful, Adrian."

It was the second time that day someone had used those words with me.

I was beginning to dislike them.

"Good night, Victor."

I ended the call.

For a long moment, I stood in the silent apartment, watching the reflection of my face in the glass. Victor had sounded like the man who had guided me through the worst years of my life.

That was what made the conversation so unsettling.

He had never raised his voice. He had never threatened me directly. He had merely suggested that some questions were better left unanswered.

Five years ago, I would have accepted that as advice.

Tonight, I heard it as a warning.

I didn't sleep well.

At two in the morning, I gave up trying, walked into my study, and opened the old archive again.

I hadn't looked at the original settlement documents in nearly a year. I knew the terms by heart: no admission of wrongdoing by Blackwood Holdings, a financial resolution that ended the civil claims, and a statement that Daniel Hart accepted responsibility for the unauthorized transactions.

The settlement had protected the company.

It had also protected me from having to admit how little I knew.

I scrolled through the scanned documents until I reached the authorization page. My signature sat at the bottom, clear and undeniable.

I remembered the pen in my hand.

I remembered Victor standing across from me, insisting that further investigation would damage innocent employees and expose the company to years of litigation.

I remembered the warning I'd received that same week.

An internal analyst had questioned whether Daniel's signature on a key transfer authorization was genuine. The note had been brief, preliminary, and unsupported by a formal forensic examination.

I had seen it before I signed.

I had told myself it wasn't enough to overturn the entire case. I had told myself the settlement was temporary, that I would find the truth afterward.

But I had not told Alessia about the warning.

I had not told Daniel.

I had allowed them to believe I was certain of his guilt.

I leaned back in my chair and pressed my fingers against my eyes.

I could argue that I hadn't known who was responsible. I could argue that I had been trying to save thousands of jobs. I could argue that I had been young, under pressure, and convinced there was no better choice.

None of those arguments would change what I had done.

I had chosen the company over the truth.

And Alessia had paid for that decision, too.

A notification appeared on my screen.

The preliminary access report had arrived from IT. I opened it, expecting a list of documents and account permissions.

Instead, I found a note attached by the security team.

Archived records related to the original Daniel Hart investigation were accessed remotely at 11:42 p.m. Credentials indicate a senior-level account. Identity not yet confirmed.

I checked the timestamp.

The access had occurred less than an hour ago.

Someone had opened the old investigation file after learning that Alessia was back.

Someone inside Blackwood Holdings was paying attention to her movements.

I called the head of IT security.

He answered groggily.

"Mr. Blackwood?"

"Tell me about the access to the Hart archive."

A pause. I could hear him sitting up.

"We're tracing it now. The login was valid, but the access originated through a remote session. We're checking whether the credentials were compromised."

"Who has permission to access that archive?"

"Your account, Ms. Pierce's account, the chief financial officer's account, and two restricted archival administrators."

"Anyone else?"

"Not through the current permissions."

"Then find out who used the account. Preserve the logs. Don't reset anything until you've captured the session history."

"Understood."

"And keep this between us and legal. No internal alerts."

"Yes, sir."

I ended the call and stared at the screen.

The company had been built on layers of trust. People had access because someone had approved them. Credentials remained active because someone had failed to revoke them. Records were accepted because they carried the right signatures.

I had trusted the system because I had trusted the people who maintained it.

I was no longer certain that distinction mattered.

I opened my email and began drafting a message to Alessia.

There has been unauthorized access to the original Hart investigation archive. Do not assume the records currently available to you are complete.

I stopped.

She would read the message and ask why I hadn't disclosed the warning five years ago.

She would ask whether I had known the case against her father was unreliable.

And this time, I wouldn't be able to pretend the question was premature.

I deleted the draft.

Not because she didn't deserve the warning.

Because I needed to know exactly what had been accessed before I gave her another reason to believe I was hiding something.

I would tell her in the morning.

All of it, if I had the courage.

I closed the archive and looked again at the photograph hidden beneath the corner of my desk blotter.

Alessia on the beach, laughing, reaching for me.

I had kept that photograph because I couldn't bear to discard the last uncomplicated evidence of who we'd been together.

But it had never been uncomplicated.

Even then, I had been building an empire and convincing myself I could protect everyone I loved by controlling what they knew.

I had mistaken secrecy for protection.

And now the woman I had lost was back, searching for a truth that someone was willing to break into my company to conceal.

I turned off the monitor.

Tomorrow, Alessia would begin her investigation.

I could not decide what frightened me more: what she might discover about the people who had destroyed her father, or what she might discover about me.
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By eight-thirty the next morning, I had three unanswered messages from the unknown number, a cup of coffee I hadn't touched, and a growing suspicion that returning to Blackwood Holdings had been a far more dangerous decision than I'd anticipated.

The unknown number hadn't responded to my question.

Instead, at 6:17 a.m., it had sent another message.

Your father trusted the wrong man. Don't make the same mistake.

I had stared at those words until the screen went dark.

Then I'd photographed the message, saved a copy to an encrypted folder, and blocked the number.

It was a small victory, but I would take what I could get.

I wasn't going to let an anonymous stranger decide whether I investigated the company that had destroyed my father's life. If someone believed a few cryptic messages would frighten me away, they had seriously underestimated how much I'd already lost.

Still, I couldn't ignore the implication.

My father had trusted the wrong man.

There were several possibilities. Adrian, obviously. Victor Sloane, who had served as the company's senior board adviser throughout the scandal. Thomas Bell, the former finance executive whose name appeared in the records I had reviewed before my meeting.

Or someone I hadn't considered yet.

The problem was that I didn't have enough evidence to distinguish suspicion from fact.

That was why I needed access to the original records.

And that was why, at nine o'clock, I stood outside Adrian Blackwood's office for the second time in less than twenty-four hours.

His executive assistant, Clara, glanced up from her computer.

"Good morning, Ms. Hart. Mr. Blackwood is expecting you."

"How reassuring."

Her fingers paused above the keyboard.

I gave her a polite smile. "Sorry. Long morning."

"I understand." She picked up a folder and gestured toward the door. "He's in his office. He asked me to send you straight in."

I knocked once and entered.

Adrian stood beside the windows, speaking into his phone. He wore a dark navy suit today, with a white shirt and no tie. His jacket was unbuttoned, his sleeves ending precisely at his wrists.

He turned when I entered.

For a fraction of a second, his expression softened.

Then he looked away.

"Send the revised terms to legal," he said into the phone. "No, don't approve the transfer until I've reviewed it myself."

He listened for another moment.

"Good. I'll speak to you later."

He ended the call and placed the phone on his desk.

"Ms. Hart."

"Mr. Blackwood."

His mouth tightened.

"Are we going to do this every time we see each other?"

"Do what?"

"Insist on pretending we're strangers."

I set my portfolio on the chair opposite his desk.

"We're not strangers. Strangers usually have fewer reasons to distrust one another."

He studied me, and I knew he wanted to say something. Instead, he gestured toward the seating area.

"Please sit. I've had the preliminary access authorization prepared."

"Excellent. I was beginning to worry you'd reconsidered."

"I don't reconsider decisions because a consultant
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