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To the risk I never saw coming.
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The glowing numbers on the screen blurred as Esther Nomak stared at the final transaction log. 2:47 a.m. Her office on the forty-second floor of Apex Capital Tower was silent except for the low hum of servers and the frantic beat of her own heart.

Three point two billion dollars.

Not missing. Stolen.

Her fingers trembled as she traced the digital trail again. Clean. Elegant. Almost beautiful in its precision. The kind of architecture only a master could build. Someone who understood risk the way a lover understands breath.

Someone like him.

She closed her eyes, and the memory came unbidden, strong hands sliding down her bare back, warm lips against her neck, a low voice whispering her name like a prayer and a confession all at once.

Anthony.

Even now, weeks after the truth had shattered everything, her body still remembered. The way he looked at her across boardroom tables. The way he made her feel invincible and vulnerable in the same breath. The way he kissed her like the world outside their stolen moments didn’t exist.

A single tear slipped down her cheek and landed on the keyboard.

She had always prided herself on seeing the patterns others missed. Numbers didn’t lie. People did. And Anthony Hayes had lied with devastating perfection.

Six months ago, she had been untouchable, the sharpest risk analyst on Wall Street, a woman who could smell fraud from three balance sheets away. Then he walked into her life at the annual gala, all tailored confidence and dangerous charm. One collision, one shared laugh, one late-night strategy session, and her carefully constructed walls had crumbled like cheap drywall.

Now here she was, alone in the dark, holding the evidence that would destroy the man she loved.

Or maybe the man she thought she loved.

Esther’s gaze drifted to the encrypted folder she’d hidden deep within the system. The master plan. Shell companies layered like Russian nesting dolls. Offshore accounts in jurisdictions even she had trouble penetrating. And every elegant signature pointed back to one man.

The architect of the perfect inside job.

Her phone vibrated on the desk. A message from an unknown number.

We need to talk. Tonight. The rooftop.  A

She stared at the screen until the letters burned.

Part of her wanted to run. Another, darker part wanted to meet him one last time, to look into those piercing eyes and demand the truth. To see if the man who had made her feel alive for the first time in years could still make her believe in him, even as the evidence screamed otherwise.

Esther Nomak stood up slowly, smoothing her wrinkled blouse. She slipped a flash drive into her pocket and powered down her computer.

Some risks, she thought bitterly, you calculated perfectly.

Others... you fell into headfirst.
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Chapter 1

The Audit
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Esther Nomak adjusted her glasses and leaned closer to the dual monitors, the faint blue glow carving sharp lines across her face. The conference room on the forty-second floor of Apex Capital’s headquarters smelled of stale coffee and printer toner, the kind of scent that clung to every late-night review. Outside the floor-to-ceiling windows, Manhattan’s financial district glittered like a circuit board, cold, precise, and unforgiving.

She had run this exact audit protocol seventeen times in the last three years. Same parameters. Same cross-checks. Same quiet satisfaction when the numbers aligned. Today should have been no different.

But it wasn’t.

Her cursor hovered over a modest line item in the derivatives ledger: a series of transfers routed through a Cayman Islands entity called Meridian Holdings. Nothing flashy. Just under two million dollars spread across six transactions in the past quarter. On paper, it looked like routine hedging activity. On closer inspection, something felt off.

The timing was too neat. The counter-party references looped back to shell companies with nearly identical naming conventions, subtle enough to escape casual review, deliberate enough to catch her attention. Esther opened a new spreadsheet and began mapping the flow. Her fingers moved with practiced efficiency, pulling data from three separate systems simultaneously.

At thirty-two, she had built her reputation on exactly this: the ability to spot fractures in financial architecture before they widened into collapse. Colleagues called her the Ice Queen behind her back, not cruelly, but with reluctant respect. She didn’t mind. Better that than the alternative: being underestimated.

A soft knock interrupted her focus.

“Still at it?” Marcus Reed, her direct supervisor, stepped into the room carrying two fresh coffees. His tie was already loosened despite it being only eleven in the morning. “You know most people would have clocked out by now.”

“Most people don’t get paid what we do to miss details,” Esther replied without looking up. She accepted the coffee with a nod of thanks. “There’s a pattern here. Small, but consistent.”

Marcus dropped into the chair across from her, rubbing his eyes. “How small?”

“Two-point-one million so far this quarter. Could be nothing. Could be sloppy reconciliation.” She turned one monitor toward him. “But look at the routing codes. They’re cycling through the same three intermediaries every time. That’s not standard procedure.”

He studied the screen for a long moment, then shrugged. “Run it up the chain if you want, but don’t go chasing ghosts on this one. We’ve got the board breathing down our necks about the new Asia-Pacific fund launch. Hayes is presenting next week, and he wants every risk profile scrubbed clean.”

Esther’s brow furrowed slightly at the mention of Anthony Hayes. She had seen him in passing, charismatic, sharp, the kind of executive who made difficult numbers look effortless in presentations. But she had never worked directly with him. Not yet.

“I’ll flag it in my report,” she said simply. “Better safe than surprised.”

Marcus stood, stretching his back. “Just don’t lose sleep over it. You already work more weekends than anyone else in Risk Management. Live a little, Nomak.”

After he left, the room fell quiet again. Esther returned to her screens, expanding her search parameters. She widened the date range by six months. Then twelve. The discrepancies multiplied, slowly at first, then with increasing frequency. Small enough to stay beneath most compliance thresholds, large enough to matter if someone was paying attention.

By 7:15 p.m., the winter sky outside had turned deep indigo. Esther’s neck ached and her eyes burned, but she couldn’t shake the growing sense that she was looking at the edge of something deliberate. Not fraud, not yet. Just... asymmetry. The financial equivalent of a single misplaced tile in an otherwise flawless mosaic.

She leaned back in her chair and exhaled slowly.

Whatever this was, it had been building for at least fourteen months. Someone inside Apex Capital had designed these pathways with care. Someone who understood exactly how internal audits worked.

Esther saved her findings to an encrypted drive, then locked the file behind two layers of biometric security. She gathered her notes, powered down the monitors, and stood at the window for a moment, looking out over the city.

Tomorrow she would dig deeper.

For now, the numbers had whispered their first secret. And Esther Nomak had always been a good listener.
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Chapter 2

The Meet
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The Crystal Ballroom at the Waldorf Astoria pulsed with controlled energy. Crystal chandeliers cast fractured light across tuxedos and evening gowns, while a live jazz quartet played smooth standards from the corner stage. Apex Capital’s annual gala was less a party than a strategic summit, two hundred of the firm’s most influential players, clients, and power brokers gathered to see and be seen.

Esther stood near the bar in a tailored black dress that skimmed her figure without trying too hard. She nursed a single glass of sparkling water, observing the room the way she studied spreadsheets: noting connections, power dynamics, and subtle tells. Networking had never been her preferred sport.

She turned to check her phone for the time and stepped backward, directly into a solid chest.

“Easy there,” a deep voice said, steadying her with a light touch at her elbow. “I’d hate to start the evening with a lawsuit.”

Esther looked up into sharp hazel eyes and a face she recognized immediately. Anthony Hayes. Head of Portfolio Strategy. The man whose name had appeared in nearly every major deal memo she’d reviewed in the past year.

“I apologize,” she said, stepping back smoothly. “I wasn’t watching where I was going.”

“Neither was I, apparently. Though I have to say, the collision was worth it.” His smile came easy, confident without arrogance. He extended a hand. “Anthony Hayes.”

“Esther Nomak. Risk Management.”

His grip was firm, warm. “I know who you are. You
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