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    To the people who know that the most valuable things in life are never found on a ledger. And to the inhabitants of the silence.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Ownership is a funny thing, Callum. You think you own that watch? If I change the record of its existence, you're just a man holding a ghost. This isn't a theft of money. It's a theft of reality."— Vance Miller

      

    

A Novel by Davis Shyaka Musirikare.
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Chapter One
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The air in the vault of Aegis Multinational was cold, filtered, and smelled of nothing at all.

Vance Miller adjusted his glasses. He liked things that he could touch. He liked the weight of a physical ledger, the grain of high-bond paper, and the way ink bled slightly into a page over forty years. But Aegis didn't deal in paper anymore. They dealt in digital certainties—or so they thought.

Vance was a forensic auditor. Most people in his profession looked for stolen money. They looked for wire transfers to the Cayman Islands or bags of cash hidden in floorboards. Vance was different. He looked for the space where things used to be.

"Mr. Miller? We’re ready for you in the boardroom."

Vance turned. The speaker was a young man named Callum, an assistant who looked like he hadn't slept since the fiscal quarter began. Callum’s tie was perfectly knotted, but his eyes were twitching.

"I’m not finished here," Vance said. His voice was low, rasping like sandpaper on wood.

"The CEO is waiting. Mr. Sterling Halloway doesn’t like to wait."

Vance looked at the wall of server lights. Green, blinking, rhythmic. It looked like a heartbeat. He looked down at the tablet in his hand. It showed a property deed for a skyscraper in Tokyo. Aegis had insured it, financed it, and, according to their internal records, owned 60% of the equity.

But when Vance had checked the Tokyo municipal registry an hour ago, the name on the deed wasn't Aegis. It wasn't a competitor, either. It was a holding company called Nemo-Zero.

"Is there a problem?" Callum asked, stepping closer.

"Ownership is a funny thing, Callum," Vance said, not looking up. "You think you own that watch on your wrist?"

Callum blinked, glancing at his silver timepiece. "I bought it with my first bonus."

"If I change the serial number in the manufacturer’s database, and I swap the receipt in your file at home, and I convince the world that the watch belongs to me—who owns it? You’re wearing it, but I own the idea of it. And in this world, the idea is all that matters."

Callum laughed nervously. "Sir, please. The boardroom."

Vance followed the young man through the glass-walled corridors of the Aegis headquarters. The building was a cathedral of steel and transparency, yet no one seemed to see what was happening inside it.

The boardroom was at the very top. Sterling Halloway sat at the head of a mahogany table that could have seated thirty people. He was seventy, with hair the color of a winter sky and skin that looked like expensive luggage.

"Miller," Halloway said. He didn't stand. "Sit. Tell me why my Chief Financial Officer is currently having a panic attack in the bathroom."

Vance sat. He didn't open his briefcase. He just leaned back. "Your CFO is panicking because he looked at the 20-year aggregate. He realized that your dividends are coming from assets you no longer legally hold."

Halloway frowned. "Explain that in English. I don't pay for riddles."

"Twenty years ago," Vance began, "Aegis was the largest insurer of maritime trade in the world. You branched out into real estate, tech, and sovereign debt. You’ve been growing. Your balance sheets show growth. Your shareholders are happy."

"And?"

"And none of it exists," Vance said.

The room went silent. A woman sitting to Halloway’s right, a sharp-featured lawyer named Beatrix Vane, leaned forward. "Mr. Miller, that is a bold and potentially libelous statement. We have the titles. We have the digital certificates."

"You have copies of copies," Vance said. "I spent the last seventy-two hours tracing the 'chain of custody' for your primary assets. Let’s take the Shinjuku Tower. You think you own sixty percent. But the underlying title was transferred in 2004 to a subsidiary. That subsidiary was dissolved in 2008. The assets should have reverted to Aegis. They didn't."

"Where did they go?" Halloway asked.

"Into a vacuum," Vance said. "Someone used a series of micro-mergers—transactions so small they didn't require board approval—to move the 'right of title' to a string of ghost companies. These companies don't have offices. They don't have employees. They just have a name and a legal standing."

Vance slid a single sheet of paper across the table. It was old-fashioned, printed on a dot-matrix printer.

"This is a list of forty-two major assets," Vance said. "Buildings, patents for life-saving drugs, even the mineral rights to a lithium mine in Chile. On your books, they are worth four billion dollars. In reality, Aegis owns exactly zero percent of them."

Halloway picked up the paper. His hand didn't shake, but the muscle in his jaw clamped tight. "Who owns them now?"

"A company called Nemo-Zero," Vance said.

"Never heard of them," Beatrix Vane snapped.

"Nobody has," Vance replied. "Because they haven't tried to sell anything. They haven't tried to take over the buildings. They haven't evicted anyone. They’re just... holding. They are letting you do all the work. You pay the taxes. You pay the maintenance. You handle the lawsuits. You are the caretakers for a kingdom you don't own anymore."

Halloway looked at the paper again. "How much is gone?"

"Over twenty years? Adjusted for inflation and projected earnings?" Vance paused. He let the number hang in the air before he spoke it. "Twelve billion dollars in value. But here’s the strange part, Mr. Halloway. Not a single cent has been moved out of your bank accounts. No money was stolen. Only the fact of ownership was moved."

Halloway stood up and walked to the floor-to-ceiling window. He looked out at the city of New York, a city built on the belief that a piece of paper meant you occupied the dirt beneath your feet.

"Who did this?" Halloway asked.

"I don't know yet," Vance said. "But they’ve been doing it right under your nose for two decades. They didn't break in through the window. They didn't hack your servers with a virus. They just changed the grammar of your contracts. They turned a 'shall' into a 'may.' They moved a comma in a merger agreement. They performed a heist in slow motion."

"Find them," Halloway said. His voice was a whisper now. "If the markets find out that Aegis is a hollow shell, the global economy will catch a cold. If they find out we’re a hollow shell because we were too stupid to notice we were being erased... the company dies by Monday."

"I need total access," Vance said. "Every filing, every personal email of every board member for the last twenty years. And I need a name."

"What name?" Beatrix asked.

"The name of the person who handled the dissolution of your subsidiaries in 2008. That was the pivot point. That was when the ghost started haunting you."

Beatrix looked at her laptop, her fingers flying over the keys. Her face went pale. The blue light of the screen reflected in her eyes, making her look like a ghost herself.

"The filing was handled by an external consultant," she said.

"Name?" Vance pressed.

"Sloane Halloway," Beatrix whispered.

Vance looked at the CEO. Halloway didn't turn around. He stayed staring at the city.

"That's my daughter," Halloway said. "She’s been dead for fifteen years."

Vance felt a cold prickle at the base of his neck. This wasn't just a corporate audit anymore. It was a post-mortem. He looked at the list of stolen assets. He thought about the Tokyo tower, the lithium mine, the patents.

He realized something he hadn't told them yet.

The transfers didn't stop when Sloane Halloway died. The most recent one—the transfer of the Aegis corporate headquarters itself—had happened yesterday.

Vance looked around the room. The mahogany table, the leather chairs, the expensive art on the walls.

"Mr. Halloway," Vance said softly. "We should leave this room."

"Why?"

"Because technically," Vance said, checking his watch, "as of three o'clock this afternoon, we are trespassing."

The door to the boardroom clicked. Not the sound of someone opening it, but the heavy, electronic thud of a deadbolt sliding into place. The lights didn't flicker, but the digital clock on the wall began to count backward.

It wasn't a countdown to an explosion. It was a countdown to a deletion.

Vance Miller had spent his life looking for things that were missing. He had finally found a theft so perfect that the victims were still smiling as they lost everything.

He pulled his cell phone from his pocket. No signal. The room was jammed.

"The heist isn't over," Vance said to the billionaire and the lawyer. "It's just reaching the final act."

Halloway finally turned away from the window. The powerful man looked small. "What do they want? If they have the money, if they have the titles... what is left to take?"

Vance looked at the security camera in the corner of the ceiling. He saw the tiny red light. It felt like an eye.

"They don't want your money, Sterling," Vance said. "They want your life. They’ve already taken your past and your present. Now they’re coming for your identity."

Outside, in the hallway, they heard the sound of heavy boots. But they weren't the boots of police or security. They were the rhythmic, steady steps of people who owned the building.

And for the first time in his career, Vance Miller realized he wasn't just auditing a crime. He was trapped inside the vault while the thief was locking the door from the outside.
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The rhythmic thud of the deadbolt wasn't followed by an explosion. There was no smoke, no shouting, no shattering glass. Instead, there was a chime—the soft, melodic notification sound used by Aegis for company-wide announcements.

The massive television screen on the boardroom wall, which had been displaying a stagnant stock ticker, flickered to life.

A woman appeared on the screen. She was sitting in a room that looked remarkably like the one they were currently trapped in, but the lighting was warmer, more natural. She looked to be in her early thirties, with dark hair pulled back into a practical knot and eyes that seemed to hold a permanent secret.

Sterling Halloway gasped. He stumbled toward the screen, his hand reaching out as if to touch the pixels. "Sloane?"

Vance watched the woman on the screen. She didn't look like a ghost. She looked like a CEO.

"Hello, Sterling," the woman said. Her voice was calm, devoid of the static usually associated with video calls. "And hello, Beatrix. I see you’ve brought Mr. Miller into the fold. A wise choice. He’s the only person in this building who understands the difference between having something and owning it."

"You’re dead," Beatrix whispered, her voice cracking. "I saw the dental records. I handled the estate."

"You handled what you were told to handle, Beatrix," the woman replied. "You were always so good at following the paper trail. You just never noticed when I started laying the tracks."

Vance stepped forward, positioning himself between Halloway and the screen. "You aren't Sloane Halloway. Sloane would be forty-five now. You’re the age she was when she 'died.'"

The woman smiled. It was a cold, practiced expression. "Correct, Mr. Miller. My name is immaterial. I am the proxy for Nemo-Zero. Think of me as a living brand. A reminder of what was lost to make this possible."

"Where is my daughter?" Halloway demanded, his voice trembling with a mixture of grief and fury.

"Sloane Halloway is exactly where you left her, Sterling. In the footnotes of your history. You traded her for a fifteen percent market share in 2008. Did you think a sacrifice like that wouldn't have a cost?"

The screen split. On the left, the woman remained. On the right, a live feed of the building’s lobby appeared. A group of men in grey suits—not Aegis security, but a private firm Vance didn't recognize—were calmly handing documents to the front desk staff. They weren't using force. They were using clipboards.

"As of three minutes ago," the woman said, "Aegis Multinational has been served with a total asset freeze. Not by the government. By the owners. The legal entities that hold the titles to the land this building sits on, the servers your data lives on, and the patents your revenue depends on have decided to terminate your leases."

"We have contracts!" Beatrix shouted. "You can't just terminate a commercial lease without cause!"

"Section 14-B of the 2012 Restructuring Agreement," the woman said. "In the event of a 'Material Change in Executive Integrity,' the owner reserves the right to immediate repossession. We defined 'Executive Integrity' as the concealment of major asset losses. Since Mr. Miller just confirmed those losses to you, the clause is triggered."

Vance realized the trap. The moment he had handed Halloway that list of stolen assets, he had provided the "proof" the thieves needed to finish the job. He wasn't just the auditor; he was the key turning in the lock.

"They used me," Vance said, more to himself than to the others. "You leaked the discrepancies to my firm. You wanted me to find them."

"You’re the best, Vance," the woman said. "We needed someone whose reputation was beyond reproach. When the SEC asks why Aegis collapsed, they’ll look at your report. They’ll see a company that hasn't owned its own shoes for two decades. They’ll see Sterling Halloway as the man who presided over the greatest shell game in history."

"What do you want?" Halloway asked. He looked defeated, his shoulders slumped. "Money? Control? You already have the assets. Why this... this theater?"

"Possession is an illusion, Sterling. We wanted to show you the reality of the world you built. You spent your life moving numbers on a screen to ruin people. You thought you were untouchable because you had the deeds. Now, you have nothing but the suit you’re wearing. And actually," she glanced at a document off-camera, "the company paid for that suit, and the company is now ours. So, technically, you’re wearing our clothes."

The screen went black.

The deadbolt on the door clicked again. Open.

Vance walked to the door and pulled it. The hallway was silent. The normal hum of the office—the ringing phones, the chatter of traders, the clicking of heels—was gone. It was as if the building had held its breath.

"We need to get to the server room," Vance said, turning back to the room.

"What for?" Beatrix asked. She was frantically typing on her phone. "I can't get a signal. I can't even call my husband."

"The 'deletion' Halloway mentioned," Vance said. "They aren't just taking the assets. They’re erasing the trail. If we don't get the raw data from the physical drives in the next ten minutes, there won't be any proof that Nemo-Zero even exists. It’ll just look like Aegis vanished into thin air."

"I have a keycard for the sub-basement," Halloway said, his eyes regaining a flicker of light. "The master drives. They’re air-gapped."

"Then move," Vance commanded.

They ran. For a man of seventy, Halloway moved with a desperate speed. They bypassed the elevators, knowing they could be trapped, and took the service stairs. The concrete stairwell echoed with the sound of their breathing—Halloway’s ragged and heavy, Beatrix’s sharp and panicked, Vance’s steady and rhythmic.

As they reached the fourth floor, they saw
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