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A Maya Cross Mystery

Chapter 1

The call came at 3 AM. I was sitting in my office, going through Elena's diary for the hundredth time, looking for clues I might have missed. The rain was falling. The city was dark. The world was quiet. "Ms. Cross." The voice was familiar. Damon Cross. The first Ledger operative I'd ever met. "It's time." "Time for what?" "Time to meet your sister. The real one. Not the ghost you've been chasing. The woman she became." "Elena is in Prague." "Elena is in Portland. She's been here for three years. Waiting for you to be ready."

"Ready for what?" "Ready to hear the truth." The line went dead. I sat in the dark, the rain tapping against the window, the weight of six years pressing down on my chest. Elena was in Portland. She'd been here the whole time. Watching. Waiting. Hiding. I picked up my phone. I called Katherine Webb. "Did you know?" "Know what?" "That Elena is in Portland. That she's been here for three years. That she's been lying to me." Katherine was silent for a long time.

"Yes. I knew. I've always known. She asked me not to tell you."

"Why?" "Because she was protecting you. Because if you knew she was here, you would have come for her. And if you had come for her, The Ledger would have killed you both." "Where is she?" "The Mercantile Hotel. Room 814. Midnight. She's waiting for you." The same room. The same time. The same place where Edward Cross had offered me a choice.

I hung up. I drove to the hotel. The rain was falling. The streets were empty.

Chapter 2

The Mercantile Hotel was the same. Room 814 was the same. The carpet was worn, the wallpaper was peeling, the secrets were thick in the air. Elena was sitting in the chair by the window, the same chair where Edward Cross had sat, the same chair where Katherine Webb had sat, the same chair where I had sat while the world changed around me. She looked older than the photograph on my desk. Thinner. Paler. Her hair was gray at the temples, and her eyes had the hollow look of someone who had seen too much and felt too little. "Hello, Maya," she said. "I've been waiting a long time for this."

"You'we been in Portland. For three years. You'we been watching me. You'we been lying to me." "I've been protecting you. There's a difference." "You let me believe you were dead. You let me grieve. You let me spend six years chasing ghosts." "I let you become the person you were meant to be. The investigator. The truth-seeker. The woman who could bring down The Ledger." "I didn't bring down The Ledger. I just survived it." "Survival is the first step. Reckoning is the second." "The Reckoner. That's what they want me to become. The internal auditor who punishes rogue members."

Elena nodded. "The Ledger is dying. Edward Cross is dead. Harrison Cross is dead. Margaret Holloway is dead. The old guard is gone. They need someone new. Someone who can balance the scales. Someone who can't be bought." "And they chose me." "They chose you because you're the only person who owes them nothing. The only person who can't be controlled. The only person who's free." "I'm not free. You're here. You're in danger. Everyone I've ever helped is in danger." "That's why they chose you. Because you have something to lose. Because you'll do anything to protect the people you love."

"What do you want me to do, Elena?" Elena stood. She walked to the window, looked out at the city.

"I want you to say yes. I want you to become The Reckoner. I want you to take over The Ledger from the inside and burn it down." "That's what you tried to do. And they caught you." "I was young. I was stupid. I didn't have the resources you have. The allies. The evidence." "You have me." "I've always had you. That's why I ran. That's why I hid. That's why I let you believe I was dead. Because I knew that one day, you would be ready. And now you are."

I walked to her. I stood beside her. The rain was falling. The city was dark. "If I say yes, what happens to you?" "I disappear. Again. New identity. New country. New life. The Ledger will never find me." "And if I say no?" "Then The Ledger destroys everyone you've ever helped. Frank Morales. Garrett Walsh. Catherine Vance's family. Sarah Foster. Celeste Ashworth Hughes. Everyone. They'all burn it all down." "You're asking me to become a monster to save the people I love." "I'm asking you to make a choice. The same choice I made six years ago. The same choice our mother made. The same choice every woman in our family has made. To sacrifice yourself for the people you love."

I looked at her. She looked back. In her eyes, I saw the same thing I'd seen in every client, every victim, every survivor. The willingness to sacrifice everything for the truth. "I need time to think." "You have until midnight. Then The Ledger makes its move."

Chapter 3

I left the hotel. I drove to the only place I could think of: Elena's grave. The cemetery was empty. The rain had stopped. The stars were out. I knelt in front of the headstone, tracing her name with my finger.

"You're not dead," I said. "You never were. You'we been alive this whole time. Watching. Waiting. Planning." The grave didn't answer. It never did. I took out my phone. I called the people who mattered. Frank Morales: "I'm going to make a choice tonight. A big one. I need you to be safe. I need you to trust me." Garrett Walsh: "The story isn't over. There's one more chapter. I need you to be ready to write it." Katherine Webb: "I'm going to say yes. But I'm going to need your help. I'm going to need you to be my eyes and ears."

Celeste Ashworth-Hughes: "I'm sorry for everything I put you through. I'm sorry I couldn't save your daughter. I'm sorry I couldn't save you." Sarah Foster: "Your mother is dying. She's been dying for a long time. Forgive her if you can. If you can't, forgive yourself." Margot LeBlanc: "The truth set you free. It always does. Even when it hurts." David Chen: "You taught me that justice isn't about revenge. It's about balance. I'm going to try to remember that." Elena: "I love you. I've always loved you. I'm sorry I couldn't save you. I'm sorry I couldn't save myself." I hung up. I sat in the dark, the stars above me, the weight of the world on my shoulders.

At 11:30 PM, I drove back to the hotel.

Chapter 4

Elena was waiting for me in Room 814. Behind her stood a man I'd never seen before. He was tall, thin, with gray hair and cold eyes. He was wearing a black suit and a balance scale pin. "Maya Cross," he said. "I am The Ledger's council. I am here to offer you a position." "The Reckoner." "The Reckoner. The internal auditor. The one who punishes rogue members. The one who balances the scales." "What are the terms?" "You will have full access to The Ledger's resources. Its finances. Its operatives. Its secrets. You will have the authority to investigate, judge, and execute any member who violates The Ledger's code." "Execute?"

"The Ledger does not forgive debts. The Ledger does not forget debts. The Ledger collects." "I'm not a killer." "You're not a killer. Yet. But you will be. Because The Reckoner must be willing to do what others cannot. To make the hard choices. To sacrifice the few to save the many." "And if I refuse?" "Then The Ledger destroys everyone you've ever helped. Frank Morales. Garrett Walsh. Sarah Foster. Celeste Ashworth-Hughes. Everyone. They will be erased. Their names will be crossed off. Their debts will be collected." "You're asking me to become a monster."

"I'm asking you to become a reckoner. There's a difference."

I looked at Elena. She nodded. "I'll do it," I said. "I'll become The Reckoner." The council member smiled. It was a thin smile, sharp as a blade. "Welcome to The Ledger, Ms. Cross. We have much work to do."

Chapter 5

The ceremony was held in the basement of Harrison Cross's law firm the same basement where I'd found the original Ledger, the same safe, the same hidden room. The council members were there. Seven of them. Old men and women in black suits, their faces expressionless, their eyes cold. Elena was there. Katherine was there. Even Damon Cross was there, standing in the corner, watching. "Kneel," the council member said. I knelt. "Do you swear to uphold the laws of The Ledger? To balance the scales? To collect the debts? To punish the rogue?"

"I swear." "Do you swear to sacrifice your personal feelings, your personal relationships, your personal life for the good of The Ledger?" "I swear." "Do you swear to serve until death, and beyond, as The Reckoner?" "I swear." The council member reached into his pocket. He pulled out a pin a balance scale, gold, like the one Damon Cross wore. "Rise, Reckoner." I rose. He pinned the scale to my collar.

"The Ledger welcomes you. The debts are yours. The scales are yours. The reckoning is yours."

The council members applauded. It was a hollow sound, empty of meaning. Elena walked to me. She took my hands. "You'we done the right thing," she said. "I've done the only thing." "That's the same thing, sometimes." She hugged me. Her arms were thin, fragile, shaking. "I have to go now. New identity. New country. New life. The Ledger will never find me." "Where will you go?" "I don't know. Somewhere warm. Somewhere safe. Somewhere I can be anonymous." "Will I ever see you again?"

"Maybe. When this is over. When The Ledger is gone. When the scales are finally balanced."

She walked away. The door closed. She was gone.

I stood in the basement, the scale pin on my collar, the weight of the world on my shoulders. I was The Reckoner now.

Chapter 6

The first name on my list was Damon Cross. He had been a collector for The Ledger for twenty years. He had brokered secrets. He had collected debts. He had made
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