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Prologue
The town of Oakhaven was quiet when I drove across the bridge. The metal structures of the bridge were covered in orange rust. Most of the shops on the main street had boards over the windows. The signs were faded from the sun.

I parked my car in front of Vance Architects. The building was a two-story brick structure. It sat at the end of the road near the river. The river water was brown and moved slowly over the rocks.

I turned off the engine. The silence was immediate. I stayed in my seat for a minute. I looked at my left hand. I wore a watch with a silver band. Beneath the band, the skin of my wrist was pale and smooth.

Further up my arm, under my shirt sleeve, the skin was different. It was hard and bunched together from the fire. I pulled my cuff down to hide it. I did not want to see it today.

I got out of the car. The air was warm. The smell of pine trees was in the air from the hills. I walked to the trunk and took out my briefcase. It was made of black leather. Inside were the legal documents that proved I owned the debt of this firm.

The front door of the office opened. Elara Vance stepped out. She was holding a cardboard box. She wore a white blouse and a navy blue skirt. Her auburn hair was pulled back with a plastic clip.

She saw me and stopped. She held the box against her chest. Her eyes were light brown. They were wider than they were the last time I saw her fifteen years ago.

"Julian," she said.

I stopped at the edge of the sidewalk. I stood on the cracked concrete.

"Elara," I said.

She looked at my suit. She looked at my car. She looked at my face. I did not have the beard I had when I was nineteen. My hair was cut short and parted on the side.

"You grew up," she said.

"It has been a long time," I said.

"We heard you were in Chicago," she said. "We heard you were working for a bank."

"I work for a private equity firm now," I said. "I am here because of the Vance account. I am the liquidator."

She tightened her grip on the box. The cardboard made a crinkling sound. She moved her hands to the bottom of the box to support the weight.

"My father is inside," she said. "He is not having a good day today."

"I didn't come to see your father," I said. "I came to see the assets of the company."

She walked down the three steps to the sidewalk. She stood two feet away from me. I could smell the paper and the cedar wood from the box she carried. Her eyes had dark circles under them.

"We are trying to pay," she said. "The market in this town is slow. No one is building new houses since the mill closed."

"I know the market," I said. "I know the bank balances. You are four months behind on the primary loan. You are six months behind on the property taxes."

"How do you know that?" she asked.

"I bought the debt from the bank," I said. "I am the owner of this building and your father's house. I have the titles in this bag."

She let out a long breath. Her shoulders dropped. She looked at the river for a few seconds before looking back at me.

"You did this on purpose," she said.

"I did this because it was a strategic investment," I said.

I looked past her at the office windows. I could see an old man sitting at a desk inside. He was staring at a white wall. That was Arthur Vance. He used to be a tall man who spoke loudly. Now he looked small.

"What happens now?" she asked. "Are you throwing us out?"

"I am going to audit the firm," I said. "I need to see every contract. I need to see the records from the time of the mill fire."

She moved her head back. Her face turned pale.

"Why those?" she asked. "Those records are in storage. They are not part of our current business."

"I will decide what is relevant," I said.

I walked toward the door. She moved to stand in my path. She was shorter than me. I had to look down to see her face.

"You can't just walk in there," she said. "My father is confused. He will be upset."

"Your father is the reason my mother is dead," I said.

I spoke the words at a normal volume. I did not move my hands. I kept my voice flat.

She pulled her arms in closer to her body. She blinked several times.

"That was a long time ago, Julian," she whispered. "The fire was an accident. The court said it was negligence."

"The court was wrong," I said.

I walked around her. I went up the steps. I opened the door. The air inside was cool. It smelled like old dust and black ink.

Arthur Vance did not look up when I entered. He was drawing circles on a piece of white paper with a gray pencil. He was wearing a suit jacket over a pair of blue pajama pants.

I stood in the center of the room. I felt a stinging sensation in my left arm where the scars were. It was a physical reaction to being in this room.

Elara came in behind me. She put the box on a wooden table. She stood between me and her father.

"Julian, please," she said. "We can talk about this in a different place. Not in front of him."

"There is no different place," I said. "I will be staying in your guest house while I work. I will be here every morning at eight o'clock. You will bring me the boxes from the basement storage."

She looked at her father. Arthur was still drawing his circles. Then she looked at me. Her eyes were wet, but she did not cry.

"You are going to take everything," she said.

"I am going to find what is owed," I said.

I sat down at a vacant desk near the window. I opened my briefcase. I took out a silver pen. I placed it on the green blotter.

Outside, a truck drove by on the street. The floor shook under my feet. The town felt as empty as it did when I left.

I looked at Elara. She was still standing by the table. She was looking at her father’s back.

"Start with the ledger from 2008," I said.

She didn't move for a long time. Then she turned and walked toward the stairs that led to the basement. I watched her go. My chest was still.

I looked at the scarred skin on my arm beneath my sleeve. The fire had changed the shape of my life. Now I was back in Oakhaven to see what was left of the people who started it.

The sun moved behind a cloud. The room became darker. Arthur Vance kept drawing his circles. The sound of the pencil on the paper was the only noise in the room.

1. The Executioner’s Arrival
The final notice from the municipal water department sat on the corner of my mahogany desk, the red ink glowing under the fluorescent light. I didn't have the six hundred dollars to stop the shut-off. I didn't have the six hundred dollars for my father’s medication either. I moved the paper under a stack of unpaid blueprints, trying to focus on the structural integrity of a porch renovation I knew the client wouldn't pay for until next quarter.

The bell above the front door of Vance Architects didn't ring. It was missing its clapper, a casualty of a budget cut three months ago. Instead, the heavy glass door just groaned against the frame. I didn't look up immediately. I assumed it was the mail carrier bringing more bad news in windowed envelopes.

"The receptionist’s desk is empty, Elara."

The voice was a physical strike. It was deeper than it had been fifteen years ago, stripped of its adolescent cracks, replaced by a resonance that felt clinical. I looked up. My hands stayed flat on the blueprints, the paper crinkling under my palms.

Julian Thorne stood in the center of the lobby. He was six-foot-two now, a height he hadn't reached when he was ushered into the back of a police cruiser in 2008. He wore a charcoal suit that fit his shoulders with surgical precision. He didn't look like a man who had grown up in the soot of Oakhaven. He looked like a man who bought towns like this to see if they would burn a second time.

"We don’t have a receptionist anymore," I said. My voice was steady. I had practiced being steady for years, maintaining the facade of the golden child while the gold flaked off in my hands. "We’re a boutique firm now. By appointment only."

Julian walked toward my desk. He didn't rush. He moved with the calculated gait of someone who already owned the floor he was walking on. He stopped three feet away, his ice-blue eyes scanning the room. They lingered on the water damage in the corner of the ceiling and the outdated computer monitors. He didn't show pity. He showed the detached interest of an actuary.

"I don't see an appointment on your calendar," he said. He reached out and turned my desk calendar toward him with one finger. "In fact, I don't see anything on your calendar for the next month."

I stood up, pushing my chair back. The auburn hair I’d pinned into a bun felt heavy, several strands falling loose and tickling my neck. I didn't tuck them back. I wouldn't give him the satisfaction of seeing my hands move. "What are you doing here, Julian? It’s been fifteen years. I think the town made it clear you weren't welcome back."

He didn't flinch at the reminder of the lynch mob. Instead, he reached into the inner pocket of his blazer and pulled out a slim leather folder. He placed it on the desk, right on top of my hidden water bill. As he did, his cuff slid back. I saw it then—the jagged, silver line of the scar on his left forearm. It was a thick, distorted trail of skin that ran from his wrist toward his elbow, a permanent map of the night the mill went down.

"The town doesn't decide who is welcome anymore," Julian said. "The creditors do. And as of eight o'clock this morning, Thorne Capital is your primary creditor."

I felt the blood leave my face. The room felt smaller, the air thick with the scent of the old cedar filing cabinets and the dust of a decade of stagnation. "Thorne Capital? You’re joking. My father dealt with a firm in Chicago. A private equity group."

"Sterling-Crane," Julian said, his voice flat. "They were a subsidiary. My firm acquired their distressed asset portfolio last night. That includes Vance Architects, the Vance estate on Hillcrest, and the outstanding medical debt for Arthur Vance."

He flipped the folder open. Inside were copies of the promissory notes I had signed in a desperate attempt to keep my father in the private care facility that managed his dementia. My signature looked shaky on the page, a testament to my desperation. Julian pointed to the bottom line of the summary sheet.

"You are four months in arrears on the primary business loan," he said. "Under the terms of the Sterling-Crane agreement, that triggers an immediate right to audit and an option for total liquidation. I’m not here for a social visit, Elara. I’m here to close the books on this family."

I walked around the desk, stopping only when I was inches from him. I wanted to see if his eyes would change. I wanted to see a flicker of the boy who used to sneak into the mill garden to bring me wildflowers. There was nothing. Just cold, blue glass. "You're doing this for revenge. Because of what happened in 2008. Because of what my father said to the sheriff."

"I’m doing this because it makes financial sense," Julian replied. He didn't move away. He didn't blink. "Your firm is a corpse. You’re just the only one still trying to perform CPR. My father died in a prison cell because this town needed a villain, and your father was happy to provide the script. Now, the roles have shifted."

"My father is sick, Julian. He doesn't even know what year it is half the time."

"That doesn't change the math," he said. He closed the folder. "I have a team arriving tomorrow to begin the physical inventory. But since the firm is technically insolvent, the debt is personally guaranteed by you. You can’t pay it. Not with a porch renovation in the works."

I felt my throat tighten. I hated that he knew about the porch. He’d clearly been watching me before he stepped through the door. "So what now? You take the house? You put my father on the street?"

Julian looked around the office one more time. His gaze settled on the door to my small private office in the back. "I’m not interested in the street. I’m interested in the truth. There’s a work-for-debt clause in the acquisition contract. I’m exercising it."

I shook my head. "I don't understand."

"You’re going to work for me, Elara. You’re going to open every file, every ledger, and every blueprint this firm has produced in the last twenty years. You’re going to help me find exactly where the money went before the fire, and where it went after."

"That will take months," I said.

"I know," Julian replied. "Which is why I’ll be staying in Oakhaven for the duration. The guest house on your estate is part of the collateral. I’ve already had the locks changed. My luggage was delivered an hour ago."

The audacity of it hit me like a physical blow. He was moving into my home. He was going to live fifty yards from the man he blamed for his mother’s death and his father’s ruin. "You can't do that. I'll call the police."

Julian pulled a key from his pocket and set it on the desk. "Call them. I’d love to see the look on the sheriff’s face when he has to explain to you that I’m the legal occupant. You signed the paperwork, Elara. You were so busy trying to save a dying legacy that you didn't read the fine print."

He turned toward the door, his movements fluid and precise. He stopped with his hand on the frame, the groan of the glass the only sound in the suffocating silence of the office.

"Dinner is at seven, Elara," he said, without looking back. "I expect you to be there with the 2008 ledger. Don't be late. I’ve already seen how much you charge for overtime, and I’m not paying for it."

He stepped out into the gray Oakhaven afternoon. I stood alone in the office, my hand trembling as I reached for the leather folder he had left behind. The scent of cedar and old paper was still there, but it was overshadowed now by the clinical, sharp smell of the expensive cologne he’d left in the air. Julian Thorne hadn't come home to talk. He had come home to burn whatever was left of my life, and I had given him the matches.
2. The Ten-Year Debt
The door clicked shut, but the air in the office didn't settle. Julian’s presence remained in the room, anchored to the desk by the leather folder he had left behind. My fingers brushed the smooth grain of the cover as I picked it up. It felt heavy. It felt like a tether.

I walked to the filing room at the back of the building. The shelves reached the ceiling, packed with the history of Oakhaven. This was where my father had spent his life, and where I had spent the last five years trying to stop the decay. The 2008 ledger was on the bottom shelf, tucked behind a stack of blueprints for a library that was never built because the money vanished in the fire.

I pulled the ledger out. Dust coated my palms. I didn't wipe it off. I carried the book to my car and drove through the center of town. Oakhaven looked different now. The storefronts were boarded up with plywood that had turned gray from years of rain. I passed the old mill site. The charred frame of the original structure still stood behind a chain-link fence, a skeleton that the town refused to bury.

I turned into the long driveway of the Vance estate. The main house was a Victorian that needed a new roof and fresh paint, but it still held a sense of authority. To the right, nestled behind a row of overgrown oak trees, was the guest house.

Lights were on inside. A black SUV sat in the gravel circle, its engine ticking as it cooled. Julian was already making himself at home in the space where I used to hide from my mother’s gala preparations.

I went into the main house first. The hallway smelled of floor wax and the soup Mrs. Gable had left on the stove for my father. I found him in the library. Arthur Vance sat in his wingback chair, staring at a television that wasn't turned on.

"Elara?" he asked, his voice thin. He didn't turn his head.

"It's me, Dad," I said. I set the ledger on the side table and knelt beside him. "How are you feeling?"

He blinked, his eyes clear for a second before they clouded again. "The bank called. They said the house belongs to someone else now. I told them they were mistaken. I built this town. I saved it."

I took his hand. His skin felt like parchment. "Don't worry about the bank. I'm taking care of it."

"Someone was in the guest house," he whispered, his grip tightening on my fingers. "I saw a man. He looked like... he looked like Thomas Thorne."

My heart skipped. Thomas Thorne had died in prison years ago, broken by the accusations my father had led. "It’s Julian, Dad. Thomas’s son. He’s here for work."

My father’s face went slack. He pulled his hand away and looked back at the blank screen. "He shouldn't be here. The fire... the fire finished everything. He needs to go away."

I didn't answer. There was no point in arguing with a mind that was half-anchored in 2008. I checked his medication tray, ensured he had eaten, and then picked up the ledger. It was 6:45 PM.

I walked across the lawn. The grass was high and soaked my shoes. I reached the guest house door and stopped. I didn't knock. Julian had said he owned the place now. I turned the handle. It was unlocked.

Inside, the small living area had been transformed. Julian had set up a workstation on the dining table. Two monitors were linked to a thin laptop. Folders were arranged in neat rows. He had discarded his suit jacket. His white shirt sleeves were rolled up, revealing the scar on his left forearm. The puckered skin was a jagged reminder of the night the mill burned.

He didn't look up from his screen. "You’re early. I like that. It suggests you’re eager to see how deep the hole is."

I set the ledger on the table. It made a dull thud. "I'm not eager. I'm here because you’ve left me no choice."

Julian stood up. He was tall enough that the low ceiling of the guest house seemed to press down on him. He walked to the kitchen and poured a glass of water. He didn't offer me one. He leaned against the counter, his ice-blue eyes scanning me with a look that wasn't
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