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Prologue
The screen in front of me stayed on. It was 3:00 AM. The office was quiet.

Outside the window, the city of New York was a grid of white and yellow lights. I sat in a chair made of black leather. The air in the room was still.

On the monitor, a spreadsheet displayed the current holdings of Vane Global. The numbers were not good for them. They had lost three major contracts in two months.

Their debt-to-equity ratio was over the limit. I scrolled down the page. I saw Julian Vane's name at the bottom of the board of directors list.

I remembered the way he used to hold a glass of liquid. He would stand in the library of the Vance Manor and talk about the future. He would talk about how he would take over his father's company.

He said we would be together. That was ten years ago. I stood up and walked to the side of the room.

I poured a glass of water from a pitcher. The water was cold. I drank it slowly.

A knock came at my door. Marcus entered. He was my chief of staff.

He carried a tablet. The light from the tablet hit his face. He looked at the floor before he spoke to me.

The Vance group just filed for emergency mediation, Marcus said. Arthur Vance is trying to stop the takeover of their textile division. He won't succeed, I said.

We own the majority of their preferred stock. The bylaws are clear. He is asking for a personal meeting with the CEO of Aethelgard, Marcus said.

He wants to explain the situation. I looked at Marcus. He wants to beg, I said.

Essentially, Marcus replied. Deny it, I said. Tell him the board is not interested in explanations.

We are interested in results. Marcus made a note on his tablet. And Julian Vane?

He has called three times today. He thinks we are a different investment firm. He wants to discuss a merger.

I felt a small sensation in my chest. It was a physical tightness. I will handle Mr.

Vane tomorrow, I said. He will be at the fundraiser for the children's hospital. I have an invitation.

You haven't been to a public event in this city for ten years, Marcus said. I know, I said. I went back to my desk.

I picked up a physical file. It was an old folder with a plastic tab. It had been pulled from the archives of the Vance Manor legal team.

Inside was a document. It was a non-disclosure agreement. My father had tried to make me sign it the night I was kicked out of the house.

He wanted to make sure I never told anyone I was his daughter. I had refused to sign it. I looked at the signature line.

It was blank. I put the file in the shredder. I watched the paper turn into thin strips.

The Vance and Vane legacies were built on things that did not last. They were built on names and old money. Aethelgard was built on something else.

It was built on the money I had made while they were sleeping. It was built on the knowledge of their weaknesses. I knew Arthur Vance was afraid of losing his house.

I knew Julian Vane was afraid of being seen as a failure. I walked to the window again. I could see the top of the Vane building three blocks away.

The sign on the roof was dark. They were falling apart. I was the person who would watch it happen.

I went to the closet and pulled out my coat. It was a heavy wool coat. It was grey.

Are you leaving, Ms. Thorne? Marcus asked.

I am going for a walk, I said. I went down to the street. The air was cold.

It was forty-two degrees. I liked the cold. It kept me alert.

I walked toward the park. I passed a newsstand. A magazine cover showed Julian and Beatrice.

They were at a party. Beatrice wore a necklace that I recognized. It had belonged to my mother.

My father had given it to her after he told the staff to throw my mother's things into the trash. I kept walking. The park was quiet at this hour.

I sat on a bench and looked at the trees. The leaves were brown. I thought about the girl who used to live in the servant's quarters.

She was gone. She had died the night Julian told her she was nothing. I was someone else now.

I was the person who owned their debt. I was the person who would decide if they had a place to live. I looked at my watch.

It was 4:00 AM. Tomorrow, I would go to the gala. I would wear a dress that cost more than the annual budget of the Vance Manor.

I would stand in front of Julian Vane. He would look at me. He would see a powerful woman.

He would see a billionaire. He would not see the girl he left in the rain. Not at first.

And that was exactly what I wanted. I stood up and started walking back to my apartment. I had a lot of work to do before the sun came up.

I went to the mirror on the wall of my dressing room when I arrived home. I looked at my reflection. My hair was pulled back.

My suit was tailored. I looked like a woman who ran a conglomerate. I looked like a woman who had never been a servant.

But I knew the truth. The truth was that I was the same person. I just had more power now.

I picked up my bag. I was done for the night. As I walked to the bedroom, the hallway was empty.

Tomorrow, I would begin the process of taking everything they owned. It would not be a fast process. I wanted it to be slow.

I wanted to see the look on Arthur's face when he realized his daughter was the one who bought his debt. I wanted to see Julian's face when he realized the woman he was courting was the girl he had discarded. I closed my eyes.

I did not sleep. I thought about the files. I thought about the red lines on the graph.

The Vanes and the Vances were out of time. And I was the one who controlled their future.

1. The Ghost in the Boardroom
The double doors of the Vance-Vane boardroom opened without a sound. I walked inside.

I didn't look at the mahogany table or the expensive art on the walls. My focus stayed on the three people sitting at the far end. Arthur Vance occupied the head of the table. To his right sat Beatrice, her chin tilted at an angle that suggested she still believed she held the winning hand. To his left was Julian Vane.

Julian looked different. His suit was expensive, but it hung off his frame. His hair was messy, and the skin beneath his eyes was dark. He stared at a file in front of him, his fingers tapping a rhythmic, nervous beat against the table surface. He didn't look up when I pulled out the chair at the opposite end of the long table.

"You're late," Arthur said. He didn't stand. He checked his watch, a heavy gold piece that looked too large for his wrist. "We expected the CEO of Aethelgard ten minutes ago."

I sat down. I placed my briefcase on the table and clicked the latches open. The sound was loud in the silent room.

"I am the CEO of Aethelgard," I said.

Julian’s tapping stopped. He lifted his head. His eyes moved over my face, scanning my features. There was no flicker of recognition. To him, I was a stranger in a tailored black blazer and a high-collared silk shirt. The girl who used to clean the library in Vance Manor was gone. This woman had a jawline that didn't tremble and eyes that didn't look for approval.

"Where is Mr. Thorne?" Beatrice asked. She leaned forward, her pearls clicking against the table edge. "We were told we would be negotiating with Elias Thorne."

"Elias Thorne is retired," I said. "I bought his shares and his title three years ago. I am S. Thorne."

I saw Julian’s brow furrow. He leaned back, his gaze remaining fixed on me. He looked like he was trying to solve a difficult puzzle.

"S. Thorne," Arthur repeated. He cleared his throat. "Well. This is unconventional. We were under the impression we were dealing with a more... established partner. But money is money. You’ve seen the restructuring proposal we sent to your office?"

"I saw it," I said. I pulled a single sheet of paper from my briefcase. "I rejected it."

Beatrice laughed. It was a short, sharp sound. "You rejected it? That proposal was drafted by the best legal team in the city. It guarantees a twenty percent return for Aethelgard within five years."

"I am not interested in twenty percent," I said. I slid my paper across the table. It stopped inches from Arthur’s hands. "I am interested in total acquisition."

Arthur picked up the paper. His face turned a dull shade of red as he read the lines. "This isn't a merger. This is a liquidation. You’re demanding we hand over the deed to the manor and sixty percent of the Vane family assets? This is an insult."

"It is a calculation," I said. I turned my head to look at Julian. "Your father’s firm has three outstanding loans with interest rates that will double next month. Your personal investments in the offshore shipping lanes are currently frozen due to the sanctions in the eastern territories. You have no liquidity. By Friday, you won't be able to pay your staff."

Julian finally spoke. His voice was lower than I remembered, rougher. "How do you know about the shipping lanes? Those filings aren't public until next week."

"I made the phone calls that led to the freeze, Julian," I said.

He flinched when I said his name. He stood up, his chair scraping loudly against the floor. He walked around the table, stopping a few feet away from me. He was close enough that I could smell the faint scent of scotch on his breath, despite the early hour.

"Who are you?" he asked. He squinted, his eyes searching mine. "I know you. I know your voice."

"You knew a version of me," I said. I didn't look away. I didn't blink. "But that person died in the rain outside your gala ten years ago."

Silence fell over the room. Arthur dropped the paper. Beatrice’s mouth opened, but no sound came out.

Julian’s face went pale. The blood seemed to leave his skin entirely. He reached out a hand, his fingers stopping just short of my shoulder. I didn't move. I waited for him to see the truth.

"Seraphina?" he whispered.

"Seraphina Thorne," I corrected him. I stood up and closed my briefcase. "The offer on that paper expires at five p.m. today. If you don't sign it, I will start the foreclosure proceedings on the manor tomorrow morning at nine. I’ve already bought the debt from the primary lender."

"You can't do that," Arthur yelled. He slammed his fist on the table. "That house has been in the Vance family for four generations! You’re a bastard! You have no right to touch that property!"

"I have the deed of trust, Arthur," I said. "That is the only right that matters in this room."

I walked toward the door. My heels made a steady, deliberate sound on the floor. I didn't look back at Beatrice, who was now gripping her father’s arm. I didn't look back at Julian, who remained standing exactly where I had left him, his hands shaking at his sides.

I stepped out into the hallway. My assistant, Marcus, was waiting with his tablet ready.

"Did they sign?" he asked.

"Not yet," I said. "They need to sit with the panic for a few hours. Call the demolition crew. Tell them to have the permits ready for the Vance property. I want the wrecking ball on-site by Monday."

"The permits are already in the system, Ms. Thorne," Marcus said. He followed me toward the elevators. "Mr. Vane is following us."

I didn't stop. I reached the elevator bank and pressed the button. The doors opened immediately. I stepped inside and turned around.

Julian was running down the hallway. He reached the elevator just as the doors started to close. He jammed his hand between the sensors, forcing them back open. He stepped into the small space with me. He was breathing hard.

"Sera, wait," he said. He looked desperate. "We thought you were gone. I looked for you. I spent years looking for you."

"You didn't look hard enough," I said.

"My father told me you had taken a settlement and moved to Europe," he said. He moved closer, trying to catch my gaze. "He showed me a signed document. I thought you wanted to leave. I thought you hated me for what happened at the gala."

"I did hate you," I said. "I still do. But hatred is a very good motivator for business."

"I’m sorry," he said. The words were small and weak. "I was a coward. I know that now. I’ve lived with that every day for ten years. My marriage to Beatrice was a disaster. I never loved her. I only did it because—"

"I don't care why you did it," I said. I looked at the floor indicator as it moved past the twelfth floor. "Your personal life is irrelevant to me. The only thing that matters is the signature on that document. If you want to save your family from total public humiliation, you will convince Arthur to sign."

"Is that all this is?" he asked. He reached out and grabbed my wrist. His grip was firm, but his hand was still trembling. "A business deal? You’re coming back after a decade just to take the house?"

I looked down at his hand on my sleeve. I waited until he realized the impropriety and let go.

"I’m not just taking the house, Julian," I said. "I’m taking everything. I’m going to watch the Vance and Vane names disappear from the registers. By the time I’m done, people will only remember you as a footnote in my company’s history."

The elevator reached the lobby. The doors slid open to reveal a crowded foyer filled with bankers and lawyers.

"I'll see you at five," I said.

I walked out into the bright light of the lobby. I didn't look back to see if he was watching me go. I knew he was. I could feel the weight of his gaze on my back, heavy and full of the regret I had waited ten years to see.

I got into the back of my car. Marcus sat next to me, typing away on his screen.

"The market is reacting to the news of the freeze," Marcus said. "Vane stock is dropping. If we wait until three, we can buy up another five percent of the voting shares for pennies."

"Do it," I said. I looked out the window at the tall glass towers of the city. "And send a floral arrangement to Beatrice. Something expensive and white. Include a card that says 'Welcome home.'"

"Understood," Marcus said.

I leaned my head back against the leather seat. The scar on my shoulder throbbed, a dull ache that always came back when I was near my father. It was a reminder of why I was here. It wasn't about the money. It wasn't about the power. It was about the erasure.

I wanted to be the last thing they ever saw before they lost everything.

My phone buzzed in my lap. It was a message from an unknown number.

'I have the letters. Please. Just read them.'

I deleted the message without opening it. I didn't need letters. I had a ledger, and the balance was still far from zero.
2. The Price of a Second Glance
The phone went back into the console. Marcus did not look up from his tablet, but his thumbs paused for a fraction of a second over the screen.

"The flowers reached Beatrice ten minutes ago," Marcus said. "She tried to call the main office three times. When the receptionist didn't put her through, she told them she was coming down here personally."

I looked at my watch. It was four-fifteen. "Did she say anything else?"

"She told the operator that you were a thief and that the Vances don't forget. Standard hysterics. I’ve alerted security to keep her in the lobby if she arrives before the meeting."

I nodded and watched the glass facade of the Aethelgard tower grow larger as we approached. It was a clear, grey building that reflected nothing but the sky. I had designed it that way. I didn't want to see my own face in the walls of my work.

"And the Vane debt?" I asked.

"We officially hold sixty-two percent of their outstanding commercial paper," Marcus replied. "Julian Vane is technically working for you now, though he hasn't looked at the fine print long enough to realize it. His father, Silas, is still trying to liquidate their holdings in Singapore to cover the margin calls."

"Block the Singapore sales," I said. "I want those assets to stay where they are. If they move that capital, it gives them air. I want them breathless by five o'clock."

Marcus made a note on his device. The car pulled into the private underground garage. The air was still and smelled of concrete and exhaust. I stepped out, the heels of my shoes clicking against the pavement. The sound was the only thing I heard until the elevator door opened.

I spent the next forty minutes in my office. I didn't sit behind my desk. I stood by the floor-to-ceiling window and watched the traffic below. People looked like dots. Vehicles were just blocks of color moving in lines. It was easier to think about the world when it was reduced to data points.

At five o'clock exactly, Marcus tapped on the door.

"They are in the boardroom," he said. "Arthur Vance looks like he’s about to have a stroke. Julian is sitting by the window. He hasn't spoken a word since he arrived."

I picked up a leather-bound folder from my desk. Inside was the deed to Vance Manor and the restructuring agreement that would strip the Vane family of their remaining shipping lanes.

"Let's go," I said.

I walked into the boardroom. The room was long, with a table made of dark stone. Arthur Vance stood up immediately. His face was a shade of red that didn't match his expensive silk tie. He looked older than he had ten years ago. His hair was thinner, and his hands shook as he gripped the back of his chair.

Julian remained seated. He didn't look at me at first. He was staring at the table. He
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