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Prologue
The wind hit my face with a force that took my breath. It was not just the cold of a Seattle winter. It was the weight of the heavy oak doors closing behind me. I stood on the porch of the Blackwood estate. My coat was thin. My boots were not made for the inches of snow already covering the stone steps.

Inside that house, the man I loved sat at a mahogany table. He had just called me a thief. He had called me a liar. I looked down at my hands. They were shaking. I pressed my right palm against the sharp edge of the iron railing. I pushed until the metal broke the skin. I needed a physical pain to focus on. I needed something louder than the silence Julian had given me when I begged him to listen.

“Get off the property, Elena,” Silvia Blackwood had said. Her voice was quiet. It was steady. She stood in the foyer with her arms crossed. She looked at my stomach. I was four months pregnant. She knew. She simply did not care.

Julian did not look up from the folder on the table. The folder contained bank statements I had never seen. It contained photos of me with a man I did not know. It was a lie. A perfect, expensive lie. I reached for him one last time. I touched his shoulder. He flinched away as if my skin were hot.

“Don’t,” he said. That was the last word he spoke to me. It was short. It was final.

I walked down the steps. The snow moved into my shoes. It was wet. It was freezing. My car was gone. Silvia had seen to that. She had the registration in the family name. She had the keys. I had a phone with no battery and a purse with forty dollars.

I walked toward the gate. The driveway was a mile long. The trees were heavy with ice. Every few minutes, a branch snapped. The sound was like a gunshot in the quiet night. I held my stomach with both hands. I felt a small movement inside. I did not know then that there were three of them. I only knew that I was the only thing keeping them warm.

I reached the main road. The streetlights were out. The power lines were sagging from the weight of the storm. I did not look back at the lights of the Blackwood mansion. I knew those lights were not for me anymore. They were for the legacy. They were for the purity of the name.

I walked until I could not feel my toes. I walked until my lungs burned from the frozen air. A bus appeared through the white haze. It was the last one of the night. I climbed the steps. The driver looked at me. He saw a woman with wet hair and a bleeding hand. He did not ask questions. I paid my fare and sat in the back.

I stared at my reflection in the dark window. The woman looking back was gone. Elena Vance was a girl who believed in fairy tales. She was a girl who thought a billionaire could love a girl from the suburbs. That girl died on that porch.

I looked at the scar forming on my palm. It was deep. It would stay with me. I closed my hand into a fist. I promised myself that I would find a way back. I would not come back for an explanation. I would not come back for an apology.

I would come back to take everything. I would wait. I would plan. I would build something stronger than their walls of glass and steel.

Five years. That is what I told myself as the bus moved away from the hills of the rich. I would give myself five years to turn this pain into a weapon.

Julian Blackwood thought he had thrown away a traitor. He did not realize he had started a war. He did not know that his heirs were leaving with me. He did not know that the next time he saw me, I would be the one holding the folder.

I leaned my head against the cold glass. The bus turned a corner. The lights of the estate disappeared. I was alone in the dark. But I was not weak. I was the mother of his children. And I was his new worst enemy.

1. The Ghost in the Boardroom
I smoothed the front of my charcoal blazer. The fabric was heavy and expensive. The glass walls of the conference room looked out over the Seattle skyline, but I didn't look at the view. I looked at the digital clock on the wall. Nine o'clock.

My palms were dry. I made sure the hidden scar on my right hand was tucked out of sight against my thigh. I had spent five years waiting for this minute. I had spent five years building Sloane Whitaker from the pieces of the woman Julian Blackwood had left in the snow.

The heavy door opened. Julian Blackwood walked in first. He wore a dark suit that fit his shoulders perfectly. His hair was shorter than I remembered. He looked tired. There were lines at the corners of his eyes that had not been there when I was twenty-three.

He didn't look at me at first. He was looking at a tablet in his hand while talking to an assistant. "Cancel the afternoon briefing," he said. His voice was low. It was the same sound that used to whisper against my neck in the dark. "I want the Whitaker report on my desk by noon."

I sat at the head of the long table. I was the one who had written that report. The board of directors had spent millions to bring me here to dismantle his favorite project.

Julian stopped at the other end of the table. He looked up.

His expression didn't change for three seconds. Then, he gripped the back of a leather chair. His knuckles went white. He didn't speak. He didn't move. He just stared at my face.

I didn't blink. I had practiced this look in the mirror of my penthouse for months. I made my face a blank slate. I made my eyes stay flat and professional.

"Who are you?" he asked. His voice was a rasp.

"Sloane Whitaker," I said. I heard the steadiness in my own tone. It was a lie I had lived so long it felt like the truth. "I am the lead restructuring expert from Apex Global. Your board hired me to oversee the liquidation of Blackwood Emerald."

Julian didn't sit down. He took a step toward me. The assistant behind him tried to say something, but Julian held up a hand. The room went silent.

"You," he said. He stopped three feet away from me. I could see the dark circles under his eyes now. I could see the pulse moving in his neck.

"We have a lot of work to do, Mr. Blackwood," I said. I stood up and opened my laptop. I didn't offer my hand. I didn't want him to touch me. I didn't want him to feel how hard my heart was hitting my ribs. "I've reviewed the offshore accounts and the production delays. Blackwood Emerald is a drain on your family's resources. My job is to plug the leak."

Julian leaned his hands on the table. He looked at me with a focus that felt physical. "You have her face. You have her eyes. But you don't have her voice."

"I don't know who you are talking about," I said. I looked at the screen. I pulled up the first slide of the presentation. "I am here for the numbers. Not for your personal history."

He laughed, but it was a short, harsh sound. "Elena Vance died in a car accident in Montana four years ago. The police found her car at the bottom of a ravine."

I felt a small spark of satisfaction. So that was the story Silvia had told him. A car accident. A clean ending.

"I am sorry for your loss," I said. I looked him directly in the eyes. "But I am Sloane Whitaker. If you want to save the rest of your empire, you will listen to what I have to say about this subsidiary."

Julian pulled out the chair and sat down. He didn't look at the screen. He kept his eyes on me. "Fine. Present your case, Ms. Whitaker. Let's see how well you know my company."

I began the presentation. I spoke for forty minutes about debt-to-equity ratios and market saturation. I used every piece of inside knowledge I had gained while I was his assistant. I knew where the bodies were buried because I had helped him build the cemetery.

As I spoke, I watched him. Julian wasn't a man who showed emotion easily, but I saw the way he shifted when I mentioned the specific offshore account in the Cayman Islands. It was the account Silvia had used to frame me.

He knew that account. He knew what it represented.

"That account is private," Julian interrupted. He stood up again. He looked angry now. "How did you get access to those files?"

"I am a restructuring expert, Mr. Blackwood," I said. I closed the laptop. "I find things that people want to stay hidden. And what I've found suggests that Blackwood Emerald isn't just failing. It's being used for money laundering."

The room felt small. The two board members sitting near the door looked at each other. They were Silvia's men. They looked nervous.

Julian walked around the table. He didn't care about the board members. He didn't care about the audit. He grabbed my arm, his fingers tight around my blazer sleeve.

"Come with me," he said.

He pulled me out of the boardroom and into his private office. He slammed the door shut and locked it. The glass walls turned opaque with the touch of a button. We were alone.

"What are you doing here, Elena?" he whispered. He let go of my arm. He looked like he wanted to touch my face, but he kept his hands at his sides.

"My name is Sloane," I said. I backed away from him until I hit his mahogany desk. "And I am here to do my job. If you interfere with the audit, I will report you to the SEC within the hour."

"I looked for you," he said. He didn't seem to hear me. "I went to that hotel. I went to the hospital. You were gone. There was blood on the floor of the room. I thought you were dead."

I felt a sharp pain in my chest. I remembered that night. I remembered the cold. I remembered the way he had looked at me when he told me to get out.

"You threw me out," I said. I couldn't help it. The professional mask slipped for one second. "You believed your mother. You believed Marcus. You didn't even ask me for the truth."

Julian froze. The silence in the room was heavy.

"So it is you," he said. He took a long breath. His shoulders dropped. "You're alive."

"Elena Vance is dead," I said. I straightened my blazer. "She died the night you chose your legacy over her. I am Sloane Whitaker now. And I am going to take everything you have."

I walked toward the door. I reached for the handle.

"You can't have my company," Julian said. He didn't move to stop me. "But if you're Sloane Whitaker, then you're a stranger. And I don't let strangers walk away from me when they have my secrets."

I turned back to him. "You don't have power over me anymore, Julian. I have a team of lawyers and a contract from your board. You can't fire me. You can't touch me."

I unlocked the door and walked out. I didn't look back. I walked straight to the elevator. My legs felt weak, but I kept my head high.

I got into the elevator and pressed the button for the lobby. When the doors closed, I leaned against the back wall. I took a deep breath.

My phone vibrated in my pocket. I pulled it out. It was a video call from my nanny.

I answered it. The screen showed my living room. Three small faces appeared.

"Mommy!" Toby shouted. He was wearing a plastic dinosaur mask.

"Are you coming home soon?" Maya asked. She was holding a book. She had Julian’s eyes. Every time I looked at her, I saw the man I was trying to destroy.

Leo sat behind them, looking at a tablet. He looked up and gave a small wave. He was the logical one. He was already better at math than I was.

"Soon, babies," I said. I forced a smile. "I just had a meeting. I'll be home for dinner."

"Did you win?" Leo asked. He had a way of asking questions that made me feel like he could see through my lies.

"I'm winning, Leo," I said. "I'm going to win everything."

I ended the call as the elevator reached the lobby. I walked out into the rain. I didn't have an umbrella. I didn't care.

As I stepped toward my car, a black SUV pulled up to the curb. The window rolled down.

Silvia Blackwood looked at me. She didn't look older. She looked exactly as she had the night she told me I was nothing.

"I heard a rumor about a new consultant," Silvia said. Her voice was like ice. "I didn't believe it until now. You're a hard woman to kill, Elena Vance."

"I'm not Elena anymore, Silvia," I said. I stood by the car door. "And I'm not the girl you can scare away with a check. I'm the woman who's going to put you in a cage."

Silvia smiled. It didn't reach her eyes. "You think you can win because you have a fancy title? You're still just a girl from nowhere. And you're forgetful. You left something behind five years ago."

She held up a small, silver locket. It was the one I had lost in the snow. The one Julian had given me.

"I have more than just a locket now, Silvia," I said.

I got into my car and drove away. I watched her in the rearview mirror until she was a small dot in the distance.

I drove back to my penthouse. I needed to see my children. I needed to remind myself why I was doing this.

But as I pulled into the secure garage, I saw a silver sports car parked in my reserved spot.

Julian Blackwood was leaning against the hood. He held a manila folder in his hand.

He had followed me. And he didn't look like he was there to talk about business.

"You left this at the office," he said as I stepped out of the car.

He held out the folder. It was my personal file. The one that listed my home address. And the one that contained the medical records for the triplets.

I felt the world tilt. I hadn't put those records in that folder.

I looked at Julian. He wasn't angry anymore. He looked terrified.

"Who are Leo, Maya, and Toby?" he asked.
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