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Prologue
I stood on the corner of 5th Avenue. The Vance Citadel was across the street. It was a gray building. The edges of the stone were sharp. It did not have windows on the first three floors.

I looked at the security camera above the entrance. The red light stayed on. I knew Julian Cross was watching the feed. He sat in his office on the top floor. He had twelve monitors. He watched the movement of every person who entered his building.

I walked across the pavement. The wind was cold. It moved the hem of my coat. I kept my face still. My skin felt tight. The surgeons in Zurich had done their work well. There were no lines on my forehead. There were no scars visible on my face.

I pushed the glass door. It was heavy. The lobby was made of black marble. The air was cold. There were no plants. There was no art. It was a space designed to make people feel small.

I walked to the security desk. The guard did not look up at first. He typed on a keyboard. He wore a blue uniform. The fabric was stiff.

"Elena Vance," I said. "I have an appointment with Julian Cross."

The guard looked at me. He stopped typing. He looked at his screen. Then he looked at my face again. He did not speak for five seconds.

"Floor forty-four," he said. He handed me a plastic badge. It was white.

I went to the elevator. The doors were silver. They opened without a sound. I stepped inside. I pressed the button for the top floor.

I watched the numbers go up. My hands were in my pockets. I gripped the fabric. My fingers were cold. I looked at my reflection in the silver door. My hair was black. It was cut in a straight line at my jaw. I looked like a stranger.

The elevator stopped. The doors opened. The office was wide. The walls were glass. I could see the whole city. The cars on the street looked like small toys. The sun was low in the sky.

Julian Cross stood by the window. He was a tall man. His shoulders were wide. He wore a black suit. The jacket fit him perfectly. He did not turn around when I entered.

"You are four minutes early," Julian said.

"I do not like to wait," I said.

He turned around. His eyes were grey. They did not move. He looked at my hair. He looked at my mouth. He looked at the high collar of my silk shirt. I had buttoned it to the top. It covered the jagged skin on my neck.

"The file said you were efficient," Julian said. "It did not mention your face."

"My face is not part of the audit," I said.

I walked to the steel desk in the center of the room. I set my leather bag on the surface. The sound of the bag hitting the metal was loud in the quiet room.

Julian walked toward me. He moved slowly. He did not swing his arms. He stopped two feet away. I could feel the heat from his skin. He was much larger than me.

"Why did you apply for this contract?" Julian asked. "Aethelgard Logistics is a difficult company to audit. We have many secrets."

"I like secrets," I said. "They are easier to manage than the truth."

Julian leaned forward. He put his hands on the desk. His fingers were long. His nails were cut short.

"You have the same eyes as Vivienne Vance," Julian said.

I did not move. I did not breathe. I looked into his grey eyes. They were hard.

"Vivienne Vance is dead," I said. "She died in a fire seven years ago."

"I know the history," Julian said. "I watched the footage of the boat. I saw the flames. I saw the wreckage."

"Then you know she is gone," I said.

Julian did not take his eyes off me. He stayed very close. I could see a small scar on his chin.

"The body was never found," Julian said.

"The ocean is deep," I said. "The fire was hot. There was nothing left to find."

Julian straightened his back. He walked to the window again. He looked out at the Vance Citadel.

"I am hiring you because you are the best liquidation specialist in the country," Julian said. "I want you to go into the Vance family ledgers. I want you to find every dollar they have hidden. I want you to find the fraud."

"I will find it," I said.

"And then what?" Julian asked.

"Then I will give you the evidence," I said. "And you will use it to take their company."

Julian turned his head. He looked at me over his shoulder.

"You want them to lose everything," Julian said.

"I want them to have exactly what they deserve," I said.

Julian walked back to me. He reached out his hand. He did not touch me. He pointed at the badge on my chest.

"I will be watching you, Elena," Julian said. "I have cameras in every room of this building. I have microphones in the hallways. I will know what you are doing at every second of the day."

"I know," I said.

"Does that bother you?" Julian asked.

"No," I said. "I have nothing to hide."

I turned around and walked to the elevator. I felt his eyes on my back. I did not look back.

I got into the elevator and the doors closed. I looked at the floor. My hands were shaking. I pressed them against the cold metal wall.

I was inside the building. I was close to him. The plan was working.

I reached up and touched the silk at my throat. The fabric was thin. Underneath, the skin was ruined.

I was not Vivienne Vance anymore. I was a glitch in his data. I was the fire that was coming back to finish the job.

1. The Ghost in the Boardroom
The Vance Citadel rose above Manhattan like a concrete slab. It was a brutalist monument to a family that didn't believe in softness. I stood in the lobby and looked at the gray walls. The air was cold. It lacked the scent of anything living. I walked toward the security desk.

"Elena Vance. To see Victoria Vance."

The guard didn't look at my face. He looked at my ID. He checked a list on his screen. He handed me a plastic badge. It felt cheap against my palm.

I stepped into the elevator. The doors closed. I was alone in the mirrored box. I didn't look at my reflection. I knew what was there. The obsidian-black hair was cut in a sharp line that brushed my jaw. The high collar of my silk shirt was buttoned to the top. It hid the jagged lines on my skin. It kept the past out of sight.

The elevator climbed. My stomach didn't drop. I had spent seven years training my body not to react to heights or speed. I only reacted to heat. And the building was freezing.

The doors opened on the forty-second floor. A woman in a gray suit stood there. She didn't smile. She gestured toward the end of a long hallway.

"The boardroom is this way."

I followed her. My heels were silent on the industrial carpet. We passed offices with glass walls. People were working behind them. They looked like moving parts in a machine. They didn't look up. In the Vance Citadel, looking up was a risk.

We reached the double doors. The woman opened them. I walked in.

Victoria Vance sat at the head of a long table made of dark wood. She was fifty-three, but her skin was pulled tight over her cheekbones. Her hair was a pale blonde, styled into a perfect wave. She looked at me. She didn't see her stepdaughter. She saw a corporate liquidation specialist with a convenient last name.

"Ms. Vance," Victoria said. Her voice was thin. "You are punctual."

"Time is an asset," I said. I pulled out a chair at the far end of the table. I didn't sit yet. I looked at the man to her left.

Cassian Vance was thirty-four. He had a glass of water in front of him. He was playing with a silver pen. His eyes were bloodshot. He looked like he hadn't slept in a week. He stared at me with a frown that didn't quite reach his eyes. He was searching for something in my face. He didn't find it.

"It’s a strange coincidence," Cassian said. He tapped the pen against the table. "The name. Are you a distant cousin we forgot to pay off?"

"I'm a specialist hired by your creditors, Mr. Vance," I said. I sat down. "My name is a matter of record. My work is what matters."

I looked to the right. That was when I saw him.

Julian Cross sat in a chair by the window. He wasn't part of the family circle. He was the outsider who held the keys to their survival. His shoulders were wide. He wore a navy suit that looked like it cost more than the boardroom table. He didn't have a notepad. He didn't have a laptop.

He just had his eyes. They were a storm-grey color. They were fixed on me. He didn't blink. He sat with a calculated stillness that made the air around him feel heavy.

"Julian Cross," he said. He didn't move to shake my hand. "Aethelgard Logistics."

"I know who you are, Mr. Cross," I said. I opened my briefcase and took out a tablet. "I’ve analyzed your firm’s recent acquisitions. You like to buy companies that are about to fail."

"I buy companies that are being managed poorly," Julian said. He leaned forward. His eyes moved from my face to the high collar of my shirt. "Vance Maritime is a different case. It has a legacy."

"Legacies don't pay debts," I said. I tapped the screen on my tablet. A graph appeared on the wall monitor at the end of the room. "The current projections for your shipping lanes are based on 2023 data. It's outdated. The fuel costs alone will put you in the red by the third quarter of next year."

Victoria stiffened. She gripped the edge of the table. "We are not here to discuss bankruptcy, Ms. Vance. We are here to discuss a partnership with Aethelgard."

"A partnership is just a slow-motion liquidation if the numbers don't work," I said. I looked at Julian. "Why are you really here, Julian? You don't need these ships. Your own fleet is three years ahead in technology."

Julian didn't answer immediately. He stood up. He walked toward the monitor. He was tall. He stood in a way that commanded the space without trying. He pointed to a dip in the graph.

"I'm here because there’s a pattern I don't understand," he said. He turned to face me. "The Vance ledgers have a hole in them. Seven years ago, a large amount of capital was moved into an offshore account. It happened three days before the yacht fire."

The room went silent. I felt a sharp itch at the base of my neck. I didn't reach for it. I didn't move a muscle. I forced my heart to maintain its rhythm. The mention of the fire was a test. He was watching for a flinch. A tremor. Anything.

I gave him nothing.

"Offshore accounts are common in this industry," I said. "It's likely an insurance hedge that was never reclaimed."

"It was twelve million dollars," Julian said. He walked back to his chair. He didn't sit down. He stood behind it, his hands resting on the leather. "And the person who authorized it died in that fire. Vivienne Vance."

Cassian made a sharp sound in the back of his throat. He stood up and walked to the sideboard to pour more water. His hand was shaking. The glass clinked against the pitcher.

"Vivienne didn't know anything about money," Cassian said. His back was to us. "She was a child. She was obsessed with books and the ocean. She wouldn't have known how to open an offshore account if her life depended on it."

"Maybe someone opened it for her," I said. I looked at Victoria. Her face was a mask of calm, but her pulse was visible in the hollow of her throat.

"This is irrelevant," Victoria said. "We are here to talk about the future. Elena, you will begin your audit of the logistics division today. Julian will provide you with the data you need."

"I’ll do more than that," Julian said. He walked toward me. He stopped when he was two feet away. He was close enough that I could see the dark circles under his eyes. He looked like a man who spent his nights watching screens. "I’ll be monitoring every file you access. I don't like variables I can't predict."

"I’m not a variable," I said. I stood up. I was shorter than him, but I didn't look up. I kept my gaze level with his tie. "I’m the solution to your problem."

"We'll see," Julian said. He turned to Victoria. "I'm taking her to my office. We'll start with the private ledgers."

Victoria nodded. She looked relieved to have me out of the room. Cassian didn't look at us at all. He was staring at the wall.

I followed Julian out of the boardroom. The hallway felt longer than before. We walked in silence. The only sound was the hum of the air conditioning. Julian didn't look back. He moved with a heavy, purposeful gait.

We reached a set of black doors. He scanned his thumb on a pad. The doors clicked open. This wasn't a standard executive office. It was a control room. Three walls were covered in monitors. They showed maps, shipping routes, and live camera feeds from docks around the world. There were no windows.

Julian went to a desk in the center of the room. He sat down and gestured to a chair opposite him.

"Sit," he said.

I sat. The chair was hard. I looked at the monitors. One of them showed the lobby of the building. I saw a woman walk in. I saw the security guard check her ID. I saw the camera zoom in on her face.

"You record everything," I said.

"Everything," Julian said. He tapped a key on his keyboard. A file appeared on a screen in front of me. It was my own resume. My photo was at the top. "Elena Vance. Born in Zurich. Educated in London. Worked for three firms that no longer exist. You have a habit of being the last person in a building before it gets torn down."

"That's my job," I said.

"You have no family. No social media. No permanent address until six months ago," Julian said. He leaned back. He watched me with those gray eyes. "You exist on paper, but you don't exist in the world."

"I’m a private person," I said.

Julian leaned forward. He rested his elbows on the desk. "I don't believe in private people. I believe in data. And my data says you’re hiding something under that silk collar."

I didn't move. I didn't breathe. I looked at the screen showing the lobby. I saw the guard look up at the camera. I felt the weight of Julian’s gaze. It was like a physical pressure on my skin.

"If you want to do an audit, Mr. Cross, do an audit," I said. "But if you want to play detective, you’re wasting my time. And your time is worth a lot of money."

Julian didn't smile. He reached out and pushed the tablet toward me.

"Start with the 2017 records," he said. "I want to know where that twelve million went. And I want to know why a woman with your face decided to take a job in this building."

"My face is just a face," I said. I took the tablet. My fingers brushed his. For a second, I felt a spark of heat. It wasn't fire. It was something else. I pulled my hand back.

"We'll see about that, too," Julian said. He didn't look away. "I’m going to watch you, Elena. I’m going to watch everything you do."

I didn't answer. I looked at the tablet. The first file was a list of employees from seven years ago. I saw my own name. Vivienne Vance. Status: Deceased.

I started to read.
2. A Contract Signed in Cinders
I tapped the screen to scroll past the name. The list continued. Names of crew members. Maintenance staff. All marked with the same red stamp. Julian stood up from his desk and walked around the side. He didn't make a sound on the floor. He stopped three feet away from my chair.

"You stopped on Vivienne," he said. His voice was low. It didn't have the rise and fall of a question. It was an observation of a variable.

I didn't look up from the tablet. "She’s the reason this company is a skeleton. The dead heiress makes for a difficult liquidation. There are always legal entanglements with estates that haven't been fully settled."

"The estate was settled five years ago," Julian said. He moved closer. I could feel the heat coming off his body. It didn't make me warm. It made my skin prickle with the urge to move. "Victoria Vance made sure of that. She spent three million in legal fees to ensure her stepdaughter stayed dead on paper."

I finally looked at him. I kept my face flat. I had practiced this in front of a mirror in a dark room for two years. I knew exactly which muscles to keep still. "Then why am I looking at these records? If the estate is closed, the twelve million shouldn't be your concern."

Julian reached out. He didn't touch me. He pointed at the screen, his finger hovering an inch above the glass. "Look at the timestamp on the transfer. May 14th, 2017. 11:42 PM."

I looked. I remembered that night. I remembered the smell of the cabin and the way the floor felt before it started to tilt. I remembered the sound of the locks clicking from the outside.

"The fire started at midnight," I said. I kept my tone clinical. "Eighteen minutes later."

"Precisely," Julian said. "Twelve million dollars moved from a Vance Maritime holding account to an offshore entity in the Cayman Islands. The authorization code belonged to Vivienne Vance. But Vivienne was on a yacht in the middle of the Atlantic. She didn't have satellite access that night. The logs prove it."

I leaned back in the hard chair. The movement caused my high silk collar to rub against the jagged line of the scar on my neck. I didn't flinch. "You think she stole it before she died. Or someone stole it using her ghost."

Julian’s grey eyes didn't blink. He watched the pulse in my throat. I knew he was counting the beats. He was looking for a spike, a tremor, a sign of a lie. "I think someone wanted that money gone before the ship went down. And I think you’re the only liquidation specialist in the city who didn't ask me about the bonus structure before taking the job."

He walked to the wall of monitors. He tapped a control pad, and the screens changed. They showed the interior of the Vance Citadel. I saw the empty hallways, the
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