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Prologue
I adjusted the heavy canvas of my father’s old work coat. The fabric felt thick and stiff against my silk blouse. I pulled my hair into a tighter knot at the back of my head. The scalp tension helped me focus. Outside the window, Oakhaven stretched toward the horizon. The sky stayed the color of lead. Rain didn't fall, but the humidity made the air feel thick.

I looked at the stack of papers on my desk. Each page represented a debt my father had accumulated. Most of the lines were printed in red. The total at the bottom of the final page was a number I could not pay. My desk was made of solid oak. It felt grounded, but the floor beneath it felt less stable.

There was a knock on the door. It wasn't a soft sound. It was three distinct, heavy strikes.

I didn't say come in. I didn't have to. The door opened and Silas Thorne entered the room.

He did not look around the office. He looked directly at me. He wore a grey suit that fit his frame without a single wrinkle. His hair was cut short. His eyes were the same color as the sky outside. He stopped three feet from my desk.

I watched his hands. His knuckles had small, pale scars on them. He didn't hide them. He placed a leather briefcase on my desk.

"Elena Vance," he said.

"Mr. Thorne," I replied.

I stood up. I wanted to be at eye level with him, but he was taller. I stood as straight as I could.

"I am here for the liquidation assessment," he said. His voice was quiet. He didn't sound angry or happy. He sounded like a man reading a grocery list.

"The ninety-day extension is still active," I said. I reached for a folder on the left side of my desk. I pushed it toward him. "We have projects in the pipeline. Vance Demolition is not a corpse yet."

Silas didn't touch the folder. He kept his hands at his sides.

"Your father’s debts were sold last night," he said. "Blackwood Equity owns the liens now. I am the senior partner in charge of the recovery."

I felt my pulse in my neck. I kept my face still. I knew what people called him in the financial districts. The Eraser. He didn't just collect money. He dismantled the structures that failed to produce it.

"I know who you are," I said. "And I know who you work for. I also know about the zoning bribes your firm paid for the docks project last year."

I pulled a single sheet of paper from the folder and laid it on the wood. It was a copy of a bank transfer.

Silas looked down at the paper. He didn't blink. He didn't move a muscle in his face. After a few seconds, he looked back at me.

"I sent that to you," he said.

I frowned. I didn't understand. "What?"

"I leaked that document to your assistant two days ago," Silas said. He took one step closer. "I wanted to see what you would do with it. Most people try to use it as a shield. They think it gives them leverage."

I tightened my grip on the edge of the desk. "It is leverage."

"No," he said. "It is a test. I needed to know if you were a predator or a victim. A victim would have called the newspapers. A predator tries to keep it for a private trade."

He reached out and took the paper from the desk. He folded it once and put it in his pocket.

"You chose the private trade," he said. "That means we can work together. For now."

I felt a chill that had nothing to do with the air conditioning. My father had lost our family’s security in basement card games. My mother had been taken away in handcuffs while the neighbors watched from their porches. I had spent ten years trying to build a wall around what was left.

"What do you want, Silas?" I asked.

"St. Jude’s Cathedral," he said.

I shook my head. "That’s a historic landmark. The city would never approve the demolition."

"The city does what I tell them to do," Silas said. "The contract is yours if you want it. If you level that building in ninety days, I will wipe your father’s gambling debts from our books. If you refuse, I start the liquidation of Vance Demolition tomorrow morning at eight."

I looked at the window. The cathedral was visible from here. It was a mass of grey stone and broken stained glass. It had stood for a hundred years. It was the only beautiful thing left in The Sink.

"Why that building?" I asked.

Silas didn't answer right away. He turned toward the window. He stood there for a long time.

"Some things are better when they are gone," he said.

He turned back to me. He picked up his briefcase.

"You have until tonight to sign the intent to proceed," he said. "Don't look for another way out, Elena. I have already blocked your credit lines. You are standing in a room that doesn't belong to you anymore."

He walked toward the door. He didn't look back.

I sat down in my chair. My hands were shaking, so I hid them in the pockets of my coat. The smell of ozone drifted in through the vents. A storm was coming, but the rain still hadn't started.

I looked at the empty space where he had been standing. I thought about my brother, Julian. I thought about the men he owed money to. I thought about the demolition charges we kept in the warehouse.

I reached for a pen. The ink was black. I pulled a fresh sheet of paper toward me.

I was not a victim. I was the heir to a demolition firm. I knew how to break things.

I just didn't know if I could break myself to save the rest of it.

1. The Scent of Wet Concrete
The liquidation notice sat on the center of my desk. It had a bright red header and a signature from Blackwood Equity at the bottom. I didn't need to read the fine print to know that Vance Demolition was forty-two million dollars in the red. I checked the wall clock. It was four o'clock.

The door to my office opened before the second hand hit twelve.

Silas Thorne did not knock. He walked in and stopped three feet from my desk. He wore a grey suit that showed no creases. His hands were clasped in front of him, and I could see the faint, white lines of scars across his knuckles. They were the only things about him that didn't look like they belonged in a high-rise office in The Heights.

"Mr. Thorne," I said. I kept my hands flat on the desk so he couldn't see my fingers twitch.

He didn't look at me. He looked at the structural map of the Oakhaven shipyard pinned to the wall behind me. "You have five excavators currently under lien, Ms. Vance. Two of them are being loaded onto trailers as we speak."

"The payment isn't due until five," I said. "You're an hour early."

Silas finally looked at me. His eyes were the color of the river in winter. There was no expression on his face. "I am here to oversee the transition of assets. The wire transfer didn't happen this morning. It won't happen by five. We both know the state of your father’s accounts."

I stood up. The oversized wool coat I wore over my silk blouse felt heavy on my shoulders. I reached into my desk drawer and pulled out a manila folder. I tossed it onto the desk. It landed between the liquidation notice and his hand.

"You might want to look at that before you call the towing companies," I said.

Silas didn't move. He didn't even glance at the folder. "I don't respond to threats, Ms. Vance."

"It’s not a threat. It’s evidence. Your firm has been paying off the zoning board for the North End project for eighteen months. Those are bank statements, dates, and names. If I send this to the District Attorney, Blackwood Equity loses its license in this city. You’ll be lucky to keep your office in The Heights."

Silas reached out. He didn't take the folder. He used one finger to slide it back toward me. A small smile appeared on his face, but it didn't reach his eyes.

"I know what's in the folder," he said. "I’m the one who sent the digital copies to your personal server last night."

I froze. The room suddenly felt smaller. The hum of the industrial heaters in the walls seemed to get louder. I searched his face for a sign that he was lying, but he remained perfectly still.

"Why?" I asked. My voice was lower than I intended.

"I wanted to see what you would do with it," Silas said. "I wanted to see if you were the kind of person who tries to fix a problem or the kind who tries to burn the person who caused it. You chose the latter. It’s a predictable choice for someone in your position."

He walked around the side of my desk. I didn't move as he got closer. He smelled of nothing. No cologne, no tobacco, just the neutral scent of an air-conditioned room. He stopped close enough that I could see the texture of the scar tissue on his hand.

"Your father's gambling debts are now owned by my firm," he said. "I didn't come here to take your trucks. I came here to give you an offer that will keep your family from living in The Sink by next month."

"I don't take favors from Blackwood," I said. My jaw was tight.

"This isn't a favor. It’s a contract. St. Jude’s Cathedral is scheduled for demolition. The city council wants it gone to make room for the new transit hub. Every other firm in the city has refused to touch it because of the historical society's protests. You will take the job. You will level that building in ninety days."

I stared at him. "St. Jude’s is the only thing left in this district that isn't a parking lot or a warehouse. My grandfather helped build that stone facade. It’s a landmark."

"It’s a liability," Silas countered. "And it’s the only way you’re going to pay off forty-two million dollars. If you sign the contract, I will freeze your interest payments for ninety days. If the cathedral is dust by the end of the quarter, I will restructure the principal debt. You keep your company. You keep your name."

"And if I refuse?"

Silas looked at the liquidation notice on the desk. "Then the trucks continue to move. By midnight, you won't own a single shovel. Your brother, Julian, will be hearing from our legal team about the markers he signed in the Highlands last weekend. I believe the total is somewhere in the mid-six figures."

I felt a dull ache in my temples. Julian. I had told him to stay away from the casinos in The Heights. I had begged him.

"Ninety days," I said.

"Ninety days," Silas repeated. He pulled a pen from his inner jacket pocket. It was heavy, silver, and looked like it could be used as a weapon. He placed it on top of the liquidation notice. "Sign the demolition order, Elena. Stop pretending you have a choice."

I looked at the folder I had tried to use as blackmail. It was useless. He had played me before he even walked through the door. I picked up the pen. The metal was cold. I signed my name at the bottom of the order. The ink was black and thick.

Silas took the paper before the ink was dry. He folded it once and put it in his pocket.

"I'll have my team send over the site specifics," he said. "I suggest you start tomorrow. The protesters are already at the gates."

He turned to leave, but he stopped at the door. He didn't look back.

"You have sharp features, Ms. Vance. They suit your reputation. Don't let your sentimentality for a pile of old stones make you soft. It won't help you with me."

He left, and the door clicked shut behind him. I sat back down in my chair. I looked at my hands. They weren't shaking anymore. They were cold.

I reached for the phone to call the site foreman. I had ninety days to destroy a piece of history, or I would lose the only thing I had left. I looked out the window at the grey skyline of Oakhaven. The rain started to hit the glass, streaking through the grime of the industrial district.

I knew what I had just done. I had traded the cathedral for my life, and I had done it with the man who was waiting to watch me fail. Silas Thorne wasn't just a liquidator. He was the one holding the match while I stood in the middle of everything I had built.

I picked up the phone and dialed the number for the yard.

"Get the wrecking crews ready for Monday," I said when the foreman picked up. "We're moving on St. Jude’s."

There was a silence on the other end. "The cathedral, Elena? People are going to lose their minds."

"Let them," I said. "We have a deadline."

I hung up and looked at the empty space on my desk where the folder had been. Silas was right. I wasn't here to fix things. I was here to survive, and in Oakhaven, survival meant leaving nothing behind but the rubble.
2. The Eraser Enters
The phone hit the cradle with a heavy plastic thud. My hand stayed on the receiver for five seconds after the line went dead. I looked at the black desk blotter and the dust that had gathered in the corners of the office.

The silence lasted until I heard the footsteps. They weren't the scuffling sounds of my regular staff. These were rhythmic. The sound of expensive leather hitting the floorboards with a specific weight.

I walked to the door and pulled it open.

Two men in dark suits stood by Sarah’s desk. They had already opened silver laptops and were plugging cables into the wall outlets. Sarah was standing near the filing cabinet. She held a stack of folders to her chest. Her face was the color of unbaked dough.

"Who are you?" I asked.

The man on the left didn't look up. He had a thin mustache and a wedding ring that caught the light. "Blackwood transition team. Mr. Thorne authorized our access to the accounts receivable and the project management software."

"The contract gives you ninety days," I said. "It doesn't give you the right to occupy my lobby five minutes after I sign it."

"The contract gives us the right to protect our investment," the man said. He finally looked at me. His eyes were light brown. "You have a demolition to prepare for, Ms. Vance. We have a ledger to balance."

I looked at Sarah. "Go home, Sarah. I’ll handle this."

"But they
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