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Prologue
I sat at the head of the conference table in the Vane Global headquarters. The air in the room was kept at exactly sixty-eight degrees. My father, Arthur Vane, sat to my left. He did not look at me. He looked at the digital clock on the wall. The red numbers changed from 8:59 to 9:00.

I gripped the edges of the manila folder. My knuckles were white. Inside this folder was the recommendation from the board of directors. They had hired an outside firm to audit our tech division. I did not want this audit. I wanted to fix the company my own way.

"The specialist is here," my father said. His voice was low. He straightened his tie. He had spent forty years building this empire. He had also spent forty years making sure I understood that a name was more important than a person.

I remembered the night five years ago when I made my choice. I remembered the way the ink felt as it dried on the merger agreement. That signature saved Vane Global from bankruptcy. It also meant I had to walk away from a girl who lived in a small apartment with paint stains on her floor.

I had handed her a legal envelope that night. It contained a check for fifty million dollars and a non-disclosure agreement. I told her it was for her future. I told her I could not be part of it. I watched her look at the paper. She did not cry. She just looked at me until I had to turn my head away.

Now, five years later, the heavy oak doors of the boardroom opened.

I did not stand up. I watched the woman walk into the room. She wore a charcoal grey suit. Her hair was pulled back into a tight bun at the base of her neck. She carried a slim leather briefcase. She did not look like the girl who used to spend her Sundays at the Metropolitan Museum of Art.

She walked to the empty chair at the far end of the table. She placed her briefcase on the wood. She looked at my father first. She nodded once. Then she turned her head toward me.

Her eyes were the same shade of brown I remembered. But there was no recognition in them. There was no heat. There was nothing at all.

"Good morning," she said. Her voice was steady. It was a professional tone. "I am Elena Vance. I have been contracted to oversee the restructuring of your assets."

I looked at her right wrist. She had a silver watch on it. Just below the strap, I could see the edge of a thin, white scar. I knew how that scar got there. I knew the exact night the glass had broken.

I had spent five years trying to forget that night. I had spent five years telling myself that the money I gave her was enough to make her happy. I thought she would move to Europe. I thought she would paint. I thought she would marry a man who didn't have a father like mine.

Instead, she was standing in my boardroom. She had changed her last name from Rossi to Vance. She had traded her brushes for a spreadsheet.

"You are the consultant they call the Ghost," I said. My voice sounded deeper than usual in the quiet room.

"I am," she replied. She opened her briefcase and pulled out a stack of documents. She began to slide them across the table toward each board member. "I have spent the last seventy-two hours reviewing your fiscal reports. Your tech division is losing four million dollars a month. My job is to find out who is responsible and remove them."

She looked directly at me as she said the word 'remove'.

My father cleared his throat. "Ms. Vance has a reputation for being thorough, Silas. She does not care about history. She only cares about the bottom line."

I looked at the document she had placed in front of me. It was a summary of my failures over the last two quarters. She had highlighted the losses in bright yellow ink.

I leaned forward. "You took this job knowing it was my company."

Elena did not blink. She sat down and folded her hands on the table. The light from the window hit the scar on her wrist.

"I took this job because Vane Global is a failing entity that needs a professional hand," she said. "Your name on the building does not change the numbers on the page."

I felt a tight sensation in my chest. I wanted to ask her where she had been. I wanted to ask her if she ever cashed the check. But I could not speak. The rules of this room were clear. We were in a transactional environment.

She looked at the board members. "I will require full access to the internal servers. I will also require a private office on the executive floor. I do not work from a hotel."

"Of course," my father said. "Silas will ensure you have everything you need."

Elena stood up. She did not look at me this time. She looked at the door.

"I will begin my audit at ten o'clock," she said. "I suggest those with nothing to hide stay out of my way."

She walked out of the room. The sound of her heels on the marble floor was the only noise for several seconds.

I looked at the folder. I realized I had not breathed in nearly a minute. I reached for the water glass in front of me, but my hand was not steady. I put it back down.

"She is perfect for this," my father said. He sounded pleased. "She has no soul, Silas. Just like you."

I looked at my father. He was smiling. He did not know that the woman who just left the room was the only person who had ever seen the man I used to be. He did not know that I had spent eighteen hundred nights wondering if she was still alive.

I got up from the table. I walked to the window. Below me, the traffic of New York City moved in straight lines. Everything looked small from this height. Everything looked manageable.

But as I watched Elena walk out of the front entrance of the building and signal for a car, I knew that my control over this company was over.

She had come back. But she hadn't come back for me. She had come to take the only thing I had left.

I touched the cold glass of the window. I had let her go to save this empire. Now, she was going to use the empire to destroy me.

1. The Ghost in the Boardroom
I held the fountain pen over the signature line of the quarterly report. The weight of the gold-nibbed instrument was familiar, a grounding force in a room where the air had grown thin. Around the mahogany table, the twelve members of the Vane Global board sat in silence. Marcus Thorne, the chairman and my father’s oldest associate, tapped a rhythm on the wood with his thumb.

"The numbers don't support a liquidation, Marcus," I said. I kept my voice low. I didn't look up from the page. I didn't need to see their faces to know they were losing patience.

"The numbers are exactly why we’re here, Silas," Marcus replied. He leaned forward. His suit was a charcoal wool that cost more than most people's annual salary, but it couldn't hide the way his shoulders had started to hunch with age. "Your father built this empire on shipping and steel. You’ve diverted forty percent of our liquid assets into a tech division that hasn’t seen a profit in three years. The shareholders are tired of waiting for your vision to materialize."

I laid the pen down. It made a distinct, heavy sound against the table. "The R&D phase for the logistics AI is nearly complete. We’ll be profitable by the fourth quarter. You know the projections."

"Projections don't pay dividends," a woman at the far end of the table said. It was Sarah Jenkins, the head of the audit committee. "We need an immediate correction. We’ve already taken the liberty of hiring an external specialist to handle the restructuring. We aren't here to ask for your permission, Silas. We’re here to inform you that she’s arriving this morning."

I shifted in my chair. My assistant hadn't put a consultant on my schedule. My security team hadn't flagged a new clearance. The board had moved behind my back, a tactical maneuver that signaled a shift in the power I had spent five years solidifying.

"I don’t work with people I haven't vetted myself," I said.

"You don't have a choice," Marcus said. He looked at the clock on the wall. "She has a reputation for being clinical. She doesn't care about the name on the door or the history of the firm. She sees waste, and she removes it. That’s why they call her The Ghost."

The heavy double doors at the end of the boardroom clicked open.

I didn't turn around immediately. I stayed still, watching Marcus's eyes. They widened slightly. He stood up, smoothing his jacket. The other board members followed suit, a collective display of respect that they rarely showed me.

I stood up slowly and turned.

A woman stood in the doorway. She wore a black tailored suit with a white silk shirt buttoned to the collar. Her hair was pulled back into a knot so tight it looked painful. She held a slim leather portfolio under her arm.

My lungs stopped working. The steady rhythm of my pulse, the one I prided myself on maintaining in every high-stakes negotiation, faltered.

It was Elena.

She wasn't the girl I had left in that studio apartment five years ago. Gone were the paint-smudged jeans and the soft, messy curls. Gone was the warmth that used to settle in her expression when she saw me. The woman standing ten feet away had skin like porcelain and eyes that held no recognition.

"Gentlemen," she said. Her voice was a flat, professional tone I didn't recognize. "Mr. Vane."

She walked toward the table. Every step was deliberate. She didn't look at the art on the walls or the view of the Manhattan skyline. She looked at the empty chair opposite mine.

"This is Elena Vance," Marcus said, gesturing toward her. "The board has granted her full access to all accounts, personnel files, and internal communications regarding the tech division. She will report directly to us."

Elena Vance. She had changed her name. Rossi was gone, replaced by something harder, something that sounded like it belonged in a glass office.

She sat down and opened her portfolio. As she reached for a pen, her cuff moved. For a second, I saw it. A thin, jagged line of white scar tissue on her inner wrist. It was the mark I had seen in my dreams every night for half a decade.

I felt a physical weight in my stomach. I wanted to speak, to say her name, to ask why she was here, but the air in the room was stagnant. The board members were watching us.

"I’ve reviewed the preliminary filings," Elena said. She didn't look at me as she spoke. She directed her attention to Marcus. "The overhead in the research department is unsustainable. I’ll need the full payroll breakdown and the contractor agreements by the end of business today."

"You'll have them," Marcus promised.

I finally found my voice. It sounded forced. "Vance is a busy name in this city. Who did you work for before the board brought you in?"

She looked up then. Her eyes were a dark, flat brown. There was no flicker of the past in them. No anger, no hurt, and most terrifyingly, no love.

"I just finished a project for Thorne Industries," she said.

I felt my jaw tighten. Julian Thorne was my primary competitor. He had been trying to move into my market share for years.

"I see," I said. "So you're already familiar with the competition."

"I'm familiar with efficiency, Mr. Vane," she said. She stood up, closing her portfolio. The meeting hadn't lasted five minutes, but she had already taken control of the room. "I’ll be using the office on the forty-second floor. I expect my first set of interviews with your department heads to begin at one o’clock."

She turned to Marcus and nodded. Then, without a single glance back at me, she walked toward the door.

I watched her leave. The way she moved was different now. There was no wasted motion. She looked like a woman who had calculated the cost of every second and refused to overpay.

Marcus looked at me. He had a small, triumphant smile on his face. "She’s impressive, isn't she? Julian Thorne tried to hire her full-time, but she prefers her independence. She’s actually meeting him for dinner tonight to finalize the closing of their last deal."

The pen I was holding snapped. I didn't realize it until the black ink started to leak onto my fingers, staining my skin. I looked down at the mess.

"Silas?" Marcus asked.

"I'm fine," I said. I wiped my hand with a linen handkerchief, but the ink had already set. It wouldn't come off easily.

I walked out of the boardroom and headed straight for the elevator. I didn't wait for my assistant. I pressed the button for the forty-second floor. My head was spinning. The board had brought her here to destroy the one thing I had built to prove I was better than my father. And she had taken the job.

When the doors opened, the floor was quiet. Most of the desks were empty; this floor was usually reserved for visiting executives. I saw her at the end of the hall, entering the corner office.

I reached the door just as she was setting her portfolio on the desk. I closed the door behind me. The sound of the latch was loud in the small space.

She didn't look startled. She didn't even look up. She started to unpack a slim laptop from her bag.

"Elena," I said.

She stopped moving. Her fingers stayed on the edge of the laptop. For three seconds, she didn't breathe. Then she straightened her back and looked at me.

"It's Ms. Vance in this building, Mr. Vane," she said.

"What are you doing here?" I stepped closer. The scent of her—something clean and expensive, nothing like the jasmine perfume she used to wear—hit me. "You changed your name. You disappeared for five years. And now you show up on a board-mandated hit job?"

"I'm doing my job," she said. She sat down in the leather chair. She looked perfectly at home. "The board hired me to evaluate a failing asset. That asset happens to be your passion project. If you have a problem with the professional nature of this arrangement, I suggest you take it up with Marcus Thorne."

"You know exactly what you're doing," I said. I leaned over the desk, forcing her to look at me. "You’re here to gut the company. My company."

She tilted her head. A single strand of hair had escaped her bun, but she didn't tuck it back. "I’m here to find the truth in your ledgers, Silas. If the truth guts you, that's not my concern."

She opened her laptop and the screen illuminated her face.

"Now, if you'll excuse me," she said. "I have a lot of work to do before my dinner with Julian."

I stayed where I was. My hand was still stained with ink. I looked at her wrist, where the scar was hidden beneath her sleeve.

"You're still wearing the watch," I said.

I saw her fingers tremble for a fraction of a second before she stilled them. On her left wrist, she wore the silver watch I had given her for her twenty-fourth birthday. It was the only thing in the room that wasn't new, cold, and calculated.

"It keeps perfect time," she said. She didn't look at the watch. She looked at her screen. "Something you never understood the value of."

She started typing. The sound of the keys was like a rhythmic dismissal. I stood there for a long moment, realizing that the girl who used to cry when I left for work was gone. In her place was a woman who was about to take everything from me, and she was going to do it with a smile while dining with my greatest enemy.

I turned and walked to the door.

"Elena," I said, my hand on the knob.

"Ms. Vance," she corrected without looking up.

I stepped out and closed the door. My chest felt like it had been hollowed out. I had spent five years convincing myself that leaving her was the only way to save the Vane legacy. Now, the legacy was under her knife, and I was the one who had handed her the blade.
2. The Price of a Name Change
The heavy door clicked shut behind me. The sound echoed through the empty executive lobby. I walked toward the elevators, my hand still gripping the folder I had brought in. The blue ink from the leaking pen was dry now, a dark smudge against my skin that looked like a bruise.

I didn't press the button for my office. I pressed the button for the garage. I needed a minute where a camera wasn't pointed at my face. I needed a minute where the board members weren't waiting for me to fail.

Inside the elevator, the mirrors showed a man I didn't recognize. My tie was straight. My suit cost five thousand dollars. My hair was exactly how my stylist had cut it. But my eyes looked tired. I looked like I had been in a fight I didn't know was happening.

Elena Vance.

She had taken my name and cut a letter out of it. Rossi was gone. The girl from the small apartment in Queens was gone. She had replaced herself with someone who worked for Julian Thorne.

My phone vibrated in my pocket. It was Marcus Thorne.

"Silas," he said when I answered. "I assume you met the specialist."

"You hired her without consulting me, Marcus. I'm the CEO."

"The board felt an objective perspective was necessary. The tech division has lost forty million in two quarters. You are too close to it. Ms. Vance has a reputation for finding exactly where the money is leaking."

I stepped out into the garage. The air was thick with the scent of exhaust and concrete. My driver, Gabe, stood by the black sedan, but I waved him off. I walked to the far corner where the shadows were deeper.

"She’s a liquidator," I said. "She doesn't save companies. She carves them up and sells the parts."

"If the parts are worth more than the whole, that is what we will do," Marcus said. His voice was steady. He didn't care about the years I had put into the software. He cared about the dividends. "She is having dinner with Julian tonight to discuss the Thorne Group’s interest in the patents. I suggest you stay out of her way, Silas. Let her do the audit."

He hung up.

I leaned my back against the cold concrete pillar. I looked at the ink on my palm. Five years ago, I had sat in a car just like the one ten feet away and told Elena I couldn't be with her. I told her the company was at risk. I told her my father would disinherit me if I didn't follow through with the merger.

She hadn't screamed. She hadn't thrown anything. She had just looked at me with those wide, dark eyes and asked if I was sure. I had said yes. I had handed her a check that would have paid for a house in the suburbs.

She had ripped it into four pieces and dropped it on the floor of the car.

Now, she was back to take the very thing I had sacrificed her for.

I got into the driver’s seat of my own car and started the engine. I didn't leave. I pulled up the private file on my dashboard screen. I typed in the name Elena Vance.

The search results were a list of corporate executions. She had dismantled a retail giant in Chicago. She had gutted a shipping firm in Marseille. There were no photos of her at parties. There were no social media profiles. There was only a series of professional headshots where she looked exactly as she had in the boardroom—hair pulled back, expression blank, eyes fixed on the camera.

One detail caught my eye. The name change had been finalized in London three years ago. She had been living there under a work visa sponsored by Thorne Global.

Julian had been holding her the whole time. He had known exactly where she was. He had probably been the one to give her the resources to become the person she was now.

I pulled out of the garage and drove. I didn't go home. I went to the restaurant where Julian always took his guests. It was a place called The Glass House. It sat on the edge of the water, all floor-to-ceiling windows and white tablecloths.

I parked across the street and waited.

Ten minutes later, a silver Bentley pulled up to the curb. Julian Thorne stepped out. He looked exactly like he did on the cover of business magazines—tan, smiling, and wearing a suit that was just a bit too flashy for a Tuesday.

He walked to the passenger side and opened the door.

Elena stepped out. She was wearing a different dress now. It was black silk, high-necked and sleeveless. It showed the lines of her shoulders. It showed the silver watch on her wrist.

Julian reached out and touched the small of her back. It wasn't a professional gesture. It was possessive. He leaned in and said something in her ear, and for the first time that day, I saw her face change. She didn't laugh, but her mouth softened. She nodded and walked into the restaurant with him.

I gripped the steering wheel so hard the leather groaned.

I stayed in the car for an hour. I watched them through the window. They were seated at a corner table. They weren't looking at papers. They weren't looking at a laptop. They were looking at each other. Julian was talking, his hands moving as he told a story. Elena was listening, her chin resting on her hand.

She looked like the girl I used to know, but only for him.

I couldn't sit there anymore. I put the car in gear and drove back to the office. The building was nearly empty now. The cleaning crews were moving through the halls with their carts.

I went to the conference room where I had left her.

The door was unlocked. The lights were dimmed. Her laptop was gone, but the room still smelled like her. It was a scent I couldn't place—something like expensive soap and paper.

I walked to the table where she had been sitting. I looked at the trash can. Inside were several crumpled pieces of paper.

I reached in and pulled them out. I smoothed them onto the table.

They were printouts of our latest quarterly projections for the tech division. She had circled the losses in red ink. Next to the numbers, she had written notes in her neat, slanted handwriting.

'Incomplete data.'

'Hidden liabilities.'

'Sentimental overhead.'

Under the last one, she had drawn a single line. She had pushed the pen so hard the paper was nearly torn.

I turned the paper over. On the back, she had started to write something else, then scratched it out so heavily I couldn't read the words.

I sat in her chair. I looked at the empty room. For five years, I had told myself that I was building a legacy. I had told myself that the Vane name was the only thing that mattered.

I looked at the silver watch on her wrist in my mind. She was still wearing the only thing I had ever given her that wasn't a check.

My phone rang. It was my father.

"I heard the news," Arthur Vane said. His voice was thin and raspy. "The Rossi girl is in your boardroom."

"Her name is Elena Vance, Father."

"I don't care what she calls herself. She’s a threat. Julian Thorne is using her to get into our systems. You need to get rid of her."

"The board hired her. I can't fire her without cause."

"Then find one," he snapped. "Or I will. I didn't save this company from bankruptcy just to let a girl from the gutter tear it down because she has a grudge."

"She doesn't have a grudge," I said, looking at the red circles on the paper. "She has the truth."

I hung up on him.

I stood up and walked to the window. The city was a grid of lights below me. I could see the glow of The Glass House in the distance.

I knew what I had to do. I couldn't fight her in the boardroom. Not yet. I had to know what Julian had told her. I had to know if she was really working for him, or if she was working for herself.

I walked back to the desk and picked up the red pen she had left behind. I wrote a single word on the bottom of her notes.

'Tomorrow.'

I left the paper on the table and walked out. I didn't go home. I went to the gym in the basement of the building and stayed there until my muscles burned and I couldn't think about the way Julian had touched her back.

When I finally walked back to my car at three in the morning, the smudge of ink on my hand was still there. I realized I hadn't tried to wash it off since I left the garage.

I drove to the hotel where the specialists usually stayed. The Pierre. I parked and waited.

At four in the morning, a taxi pulled up. Elena got out alone. She looked tired. Her hair was starting to come loose from its pins. She didn't look like a high-tier consultant. She looked like the girl who used to wait for me to come home from the office.

She walked toward the entrance, but she stopped. She turned her head, looking toward the row of parked cars.

I ducked my head, staying in the shadows of the interior.

She stood there for a long moment, the wind blowing her silk dress against her legs. She looked right at my car. Then she turned and walked into the hotel.

She knew I was there. She had always known when I was watching.

I started the car and drove away. The sun was starting to come up over the river, turning the sky a pale, bruising purple.

I had a meeting at eight. I had an audit at ten. And I had a feeling that by the end of the week, I wouldn't have a company left to save.
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