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Prologue
I stood in front of the mirror in the hotel suite. The lighting was white. It showed every line of makeup on my face. I had spent two hours on my reflection. My skin looked smooth. It looked whole.

I turned my back to the glass. I did not look. I already knew the texture. The skin there was thick. It was raised in long, pink ridges. It did not feel the air. It did not sweat. It was a map of a night I tried to forget.

I pulled the midnight-blue velvet dress up. The fabric was heavy. The zipper was silver. It caught on a loose thread near my shoulder blade. I pulled harder. The velvet moved. It covered the marks. It reached all the way to my chin.

There was a knock on the door. It was three short taps. I knew that rhythm. It belonged to my father, Julian.

"Elena," he said through the wood. "The car is downstairs. We are late for the gala."

I did not answer. I reached for a silk scarf. I wrapped it around my neck. I tucked the ends into the high collar of the dress. No skin showed from my jawline to my wrists. I looked like a woman who valued modesty. I was actually a woman who valued survival.

I opened the door. Julian stood in the hallway. He wore a tuxedo. The sleeves were slightly too long. He looked at my face. He did not look at my eyes. He looked at the perfection of my foundation.

"You look expensive," he said. He reached into his inner pocket. He pulled out a silver flask. He took a long drink.

"I look professional," I said. I stepped past him. "There is a difference."

He laughed. It was a dry, rattling sound. "In Seattle, they are the same thing. Did you fix the situation with the councilman?"

"The photos were deleted," I said. "The witness signed the non-disclosure agreement. Your name was never mentioned in the police report."

"Good," he said. He stepped closer. I stepped back. I did not want him to touch me. I never wanted him to touch me. "I need more, Elena. The game last night did not go well."

"I gave you twenty thousand on Tuesday," I said. My voice was flat. I had practiced being flat for sixteen years.

"The interest grew," he said. "The people I owe do not wait for your PR cycles. They want fifty. Tonight."

I walked toward the elevator. "I do not have it."

He followed me. His shoes clicked on the marble. "You are working for Silas Thorne now. I saw the contract. He has more money than the rest of the city combined. One small error in his security billing would cover my debts for a year."

The elevator doors opened. I stepped inside. "Silas Thorne is not a councilman. He does not have scandals. He has data. He sees everything."

"Then make sure he does not see you," Julian said. He smiled. The light didn't reach his eyes. "Make sure he only sees the girl in the velvet. Because if he sees the rest, your career is over. The Veneer Pact does not protect people who look like you do underneath."

I pressed the button for the lobby. The doors closed on his face. I leaned against the metal wall. I looked at my reflection in the polished brass. My face was expressionless. I did not let the fear show.

I thought about Silas Thorne. I had read his file. He lived in a house made of glass. He had cameras on every street corner in the downtown district. He was a man who hated secrets.

My entire life was a secret.

I walked through the lobby. The air was cool. I ignored the people watching me. I was the woman who fixed the broken lives of the elite. I was the woman who never failed.

The car was waiting. The driver opened the door. I sat in the back. I stared at the rain on the window. It was a typical Seattle night. The sky was a dark, heavy gray.

I touched the high collar of my dress. The scars underneath felt tight. They always felt tight when I was near Julian.

I had survived the house fire sixteen years ago. My mother had not. The investigators said it was an accident. They said a heater tipped over. They were wrong. I had seen Julian standing by the door. I had seen the matches in his hand.

I could not prove it then. I was ten years old. My skin was melting. I was screaming for a mother who was already gone.

Now I was twenty-six. I had a name. I had a reputation. But I was still hiding in the shadows of my own history.

The car pulled up to the Thorne Plaza. The building pointed at the sky like a needle. It was made of black glass. It looked cold.

The red carpet was wet. Photographers stood behind steel barricades. They shouted my name. I did not stop for them. I walked with my head up. My back was straight.

I entered the ballroom. The room was full of people. They wore diamonds. They talked about acquisitions and mergers. I saw Marcus Vane across the room. He was talking to a group of investors. He looked at me. He nodded. I did not nod back. He wanted Silas's empire. He had asked me to help him three months ago. I had said no.

"Miss Vance," a voice said.

I turned. A man stood there. He was tall. He wore a black suit. He did not have a tie. His top button was open. His eyes were a pale, tired color. They looked at my face. Then they looked at my neck.

"Mr. Thorne," I said. I held out my hand.

He did not take it. He watched my fingers. I lowered my hand. My palm felt damp.

"You are late," he said. His voice was quiet. It was a sound that made the surrounding conversations stop.

"The traffic was difficult," I said.

"The traffic was normal," he said. "You were in your hotel room for twenty-two minutes after the car arrived. Your father was with you."

I felt a chill. He was tracking my movements already.

"My father is not part of our contract," I said.

"Everything is my business now," Silas said. He stepped closer. He was much taller than me. I had to look up to meet his gaze. "I hired you to manage my reputation, Elena. But I do not trust things that are too perfect."

He reached out. His hand moved toward my face. I stiffened. I wanted to run toward the exit.

He did not touch my skin. He touched the edge of my silk scarf. He moved the fabric a fraction of an inch.

"Why do you wear so many layers?" he asked.

"I like the style," I said. I felt my pulse in my neck. It was fast.

"It is eighty degrees in this room," he said. "Everyone else is sweating. You are not."

"I do not get hot," I said.

He leaned down. His lips were near my ear. "I think you are hiding something. And I think I am going to find out what it is."

He pulled away. He did not smile. He walked into the crowd without looking back at me.

I stayed where I was. I adjusted my scarf. My hands were shaking. I forced them into my pockets.

I looked around the room. My father was at the bar. Marcus Vane was watching me from the balcony. Silas Thorne was gone.

The fire was sixteen years ago. But standing in that ballroom, the air felt thin. The heat in my chest was rising. I felt like the world was starting to burn all over again.

1. The Porcelain Veneer
I didn't blink when the Senator's wife threw the glass.

It shattered against the mahogany paneling six inches from my head. Red wine splattered across my white silk shoulder. I didn't move. I didn't check the damage. I kept my eyes on her.

'The press is downstairs, Mrs. Gable,' I said. My voice was steady. I had practiced that tone for a decade. 'If you walk out there with that expression, you lose the house in the settlement. You lose the foundation. You lose your reputation. You lose everything.'

She was shaking. She was a woman who had never been told no, and now her husband’s career was ending because of a series of leaked photos involving a high-end escort.

'You’re supposed to fix this, Elena,' she hissed. She looked at the red stain on my dress as if it were my fault.

'I am fixing it,' I said. I stepped toward her. I didn't let my heels click on the hardwood. 'I already sent the files to the major outlets. The story is no longer about your husband’s infidelity. It is about a coordinated corporate espionage attempt by his rivals. The escort was a paid asset. You are the resilient wife standing by her man against a political hit.'

I reached out and adjusted her diamond necklace. My fingers were cold. I made sure she saw that I was not reacting to her outburst.

'Smile,' I told her. 'The kind of smile that says you have already won.'

She did it. It was a brittle, fake expression, but it would look good on a phone screen. I escorted her to the elevator. As the doors closed, I finally looked at my shoulder.

The wine was soaking through the silk. The fabric was thin. I felt the moisture reaching the base of my neck, right where the first ridge of scar tissue started. The skin there was different from the rest of my body. It was thick and lacked pores. It didn't feel the cold of the wine. It didn't feel anything at all.

I walked to the private restroom in the back of the suite. I locked the door and unbuttoned the top of my dress. I pulled the fabric away from my skin.

The scars covered my right shoulder blade and moved down my back in a pattern of raised, white lines. They looked like a map of a city that had been destroyed. I touched the edge of the graft. Sixteen years later, and the sight still made me stop breathing for a second.

I took a damp paper towel and wiped the wine from my skin. It wouldn't stain the scar, but the silk was ruined. I reached into my bag and pulled out a spare high-collared bodysuit. I always carried a spare. My life was built on having a spare for every possible disaster.

I changed quickly. I checked my reflection. My makeup was perfect. My hair was pulled back into a tight, professional bun. No one would know that under the black fabric, I was a collection of healed burns.

I walked out of the suite and down to the lobby of the Grand Seattle. The gala was in full swing. Men in black tie and women in floor-length gowns moved through the room. This was my territory. I knew every secret in this room. I knew who was bankrupt, who was cheating, and who was one bad headline away from a prison cell.

I saw him before he saw me.

Julian Vance stood at the bar. He was holding a glass of scotch that he couldn't afford. His suit was Italian, but the sleeves were frayed. He was fifty-two, but the gambling and the booze made him look sixty. He was my father, and he was the reason I didn't have a mother or a normal back.

I tried to turn toward the exit, but he spotted me. He smiled. It was the same smile he used when he was about to ask for a loan he would never repay.

'Elena,' he said. He walked over, his gait slightly uneven. 'You look like you just saved the world. Or at least the Gables.'

'Go home, Julian,' I said. I didn't use the word Dad. I hadn't used it since the fire.

'I need fifty thousand,' he said. He didn't lead with a greeting. He went straight to the number. 'Just a bridge loan. I have a sure thing at the track tomorrow.'

'I am not a bank,' I said. I looked past him at the security guards. They knew me. They would remove him if I asked.

'You’re the best crisis manager in the city,' he whispered. He stepped closer. He smelled like old cigarettes and expensive gin. 'You make more in a week than I do in a year. And you owe me. I kept you alive after the house went up.'

'You set the fire, Julian. For the insurance.' I kept my voice low, but the words were hard.

'You can't prove that,' he said. His eyes turned dark. 'Nobody believes a girl who was ten years old and screaming in a hospital bed. But people might believe a story about the city's most polished PR woman. What would happen to your career if they knew the perfect Elena Vance was a liar? That your whole image is a mask for a burnt-up kid?'

'Threaten me again, and I’ll have your gambling debts sold to the collection agency in South Seattle,' I said. 'The ones who don't use court orders.'

He flinched. He knew I was capable of it. I turned and walked away before he could respond. My heart was not racing. I had forced it to stay slow. I walked through the glass doors and out into the cool Seattle night.

My driver, Arthur, was waiting. He opened the door of the black sedan.

'Office, Miss Vance?' he asked.

'No,' I said. I checked my phone. I had a new encrypted message. It wasn't from a client. It was a summons.

'Take me to the Thorne Plaza,' I said.

Arthur hesitated. 'The security firm? Silas Thorne doesn't see people without a three-month lead time.'

'He sent for me,' I said.

I leaned my head back against the seat. Silas Thorne was the man who held the digital keys to the city. He ran the surveillance systems that the elite used to hide their skeletons. He was also a man who never asked for PR help. He didn't care about his image. He lived in a black-glass tower and watched the world through cameras.

If Silas Thorne wanted to see me, it wasn't because he had a scandal to fix. It was because he found something out.

We arrived at the plaza ten minutes later. The building was a monolith of steel and dark windows. There were no lights on the lower floors. The lobby was empty except for a single security guard who didn't ask for my name. He just pointed to the elevator.

'The top floor,' he said.

I stepped into the elevator. There were no buttons. The doors closed, and I felt the lurch of high-speed movement. I looked at the polished metal of the elevator wall. I checked my collar. It was high enough to cover the scars. I smoothed my dress.

The doors opened into a room that was larger than my entire apartment. The walls were all glass, offering a view of the Puget Sound. The only light came from a wall of monitors and the city lights below.

A man sat at a desk in the center of the room. He was wearing a black sweater with the sleeves pushed up. He didn't look up when I entered. He was typing on a keyboard that made no sound.

'You’re three minutes late,' he said. His voice was low and lacked any inflection.

'I had a run-in with a former associate,' I said. I walked toward the desk.

Silas Thorne stopped typing. He looked up. His face was sharp. He had dark circles under his eyes that made him look like he hadn't slept in a week. He didn't look like a billionaire. He looked like a man who was haunted by something he couldn't see.

'Sit down, Elena,' he said.

I didn't sit. I stood across from him. 'You sent an encrypted message to my private server. That is a breach of my privacy.'

'I don't recognize privacy,' Silas said. He turned one of the monitors toward me. 'I recognize data. And your data is very interesting.'

On the screen was a medical file. It was dated sixteen years ago. It was my file from the Harborview Burn Center. There were photos of my back before the skin grafts. There were reports about the cause of the fire.

'How did you get this?' I asked. My hands were at my sides. I made sure they didn't shake. 'The Veneer Pact covers these records.'

'The Veneer Pact is a gentleman's agreement between publicists,' Silas said. He stood up. He was taller than I expected. He moved with a controlled energy. 'I am not a gentleman. And I don't care about your pact.'

'What do you want?' I asked. 'If this is blackmail, you should know that my father already tried it tonight. He’s much better at it than you are.'

'I don't want your money,' Silas said. He walked around the desk. He stopped two feet away from me. He didn't touch me, but I felt the heat coming off him. 'I want you to work for me.'

'I have a full client list,' I said.

'You have a list of people who use you to hide their crimes,' he said. 'I want you to help me find someone who is missing. Someone who was taken because of a security failure I am responsible for.'

'I’m a crisis manager, not a private investigator,' I said.

'You are a liar,' Silas corrected. He looked at my neck, right at the edge of my bodysuit. 'You have spent sixteen years pretending you are whole. You know how to see through the masks other
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