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Prologue
The water hit the rusted pillars of Pier 91 with a rhythmic sound. I leaned my weight onto my left side and felt the familiar pinch of the brace against my calf. My leg did not work the way it had three years ago. The bone had knitted back together in a way that made every step a conscious decision. I gripped the obsidian head of my cane. The stone felt smooth and room temperature.

I looked across the shipyard. The Seattle skyline sat behind a layer of low clouds. The buildings were gray and rectangular. To my right, a massive cargo ship sat in a dry dock. Workers in orange vests moved around the hull. A new logo had been painted near the bow in bright blue and white. It was the Vane Shipping crest, but the lines were different. They were thinner and more modern. Elias had changed the brand the moment the death certificate was signed.

I reached into my coat pocket. My fingers found the small plastic bottle. I shook it once and heard the pills rattle. My hand started to vibrate. The tremor began at the base of my thumb and traveled up to my elbow. This was the neurological damage. It was the physical record of the day the Siren exploded. I took one pill out and swallowed it dry. I did not like the taste, but I needed the nerves to go quiet.

"You shouldn't be standing out here in this weather," a voice said from behind me.

I did not turn around quickly. I moved my cane first, then pivoted my hip. Marcus Vance stood five feet away. He wore a coat that had lost its shape. His hair was messy. He looked at the ship instead of at me. Marcus had been a maritime lawyer before the board disbarred him. Now, he was the only person who knew I was alive.

"The weather is the same as it always is," I said. My voice was lower than it used to be. The smoke from the engine fire had left it permanent. "Did you get the filings?"

Marcus reached into a leather bag. The leather was cracked and worn. He pulled out a stack of papers held together by a metal clip. "The offshore registry for the Vane fleet is a mess. It is exactly what you thought. They are using shell companies in Panama to avoid the new environmental taxes. Elias Thorne signed the documents himself."

I took the papers. My hand was steady now. The medication was working. I looked at the signatures. The handwriting was precise. Elias always used a fountain pen. He liked the way the ink looked on the page. He thought it made him look like he belonged in a room full of people who had been born with money.

"He is liquidating the older vessels," Marcus said. He pointed toward the ship in the dry dock. "That one is next. They are calling it a routine maintenance cycle, but the insurance records show they are planning to scuttle it in international waters. It is the same pattern as the Siren."

I felt a dull ache in my chest. It was not emotional. It was the scar tissue near my ribs reacting to the damp air. I looked at the ship. It was named the Vane Empress. I had been at the ceremony when they launched it. My father had broken a bottle of champagne on the hull and told the press that the Vane legacy would last a hundred years.

"The maritime lien is the key," I said. I turned the page of the report. "If we can prove the vessel was intentionally damaged before it left the dock, the ownership reverts to the primary creditors. We don't need to sue them for the explosion. We just need to take the assets."

Marcus took a pack of cigarettes out. He looked at them and then put them back in his pocket without lighting one. "If you do this, you can't be Seraphina Vane anymore. The moment you file these as S.V. Blackwood, you are a bankruptcy liquidator. You are a person who destroys companies. You won't be able to go back to the offices or the house."

"I don't have a house," I said. "My brother sold it to pay for his debts six months after the funeral. Elias bought the land and turned it into a parking lot for the new headquarters."

Marcus looked at me. His eyes moved to the scarring on the left side of my face. I had cut my hair into a short, asymmetric bob to cover the worst of it, but the skin near my ear was still uneven. I did not look away. I wanted him to see what happened when a Vane decided you were no longer useful.

"Julian is in the city," Marcus said. "He was at a club in Belltown last night. People saw him with Elias. They say he is looking for a loan. He looks bad, Seraphina. He is losing weight."

"Julian is not my concern," I said. "He watched the boat sink from the shore. He knew the timing of the charges. He is a part of the debt I am here to collect."

I looked back at the shipyard. A black SUV drove through the gate. It stopped near the dry dock. A man stepped out of the back seat. He was tall and wore a dark suit that fit his shoulders perfectly. Even from this distance, I recognized the way he stood. He kept his hands in his pockets and tilted his head back to look at the ship. It was Elias Thorne.

He looked exactly the same. He did not look like a man who had survived a tragedy. He looked like a man who had won a prize. He walked toward the foreman and shook his hand. The movement was practiced. He was playing the role of the grieving fiancé turned corporate savior.

I gripped my cane tighter. The obsidian was hard against my palm. I did not feel angry. Anger was a high-energy emotion that I could not afford. I felt a sense of focus. I had spent three years in a clinic in Switzerland learning how to walk again. I had spent that time reading maritime law and studying the Vane family's illegal financial structures.

"Let him have the ship for now," I said. I handed the papers back to Marcus. "By the end of the month, I want the liens filed against every vessel in the North Pacific. I want the banks to freeze the Vane Shipping accounts before the first bell rings on Monday."

Marcus nodded. He looked at Elias and then back at me. "He thinks you are dead, you know. He has a photo of you in the lobby of the main office. There are flowers under it every morning."

"He can keep the flowers," I said. I turned and began the slow walk back to the car. Each step required effort. The rain continued to fall, making the ground slippery. I placed the tip of my cane carefully on the concrete. "I am going to make sure the Vane name is the only thing he has left. And then I am going to take that, too."

I reached my vehicle and opened the door. The interior was dry and smelled of nothing. I sat down and pulled my left leg inside with my hands. I looked in the rearview mirror. My reflection showed a woman with a sharp haircut and a steady gaze. The Heiress was gone. S.V. Blackwood was here to begin the liquidation.

1. The Dead Don't File Tax Returns
I am looking at my own death certificate. The paper is heavy, cream-colored, and signed by a coroner who didn’t look hard enough at the charred remains pulled from the Puget Sound three years ago. It says Seraphina Vane died of accidental drowning following a maritime explosion. It is a lie, but it is a useful one. I keep it in the top drawer of my desk at Blackwood Liquidation Services.

My office is in a converted warehouse in the industrial district, far from the glass towers of downtown Seattle where my name used to mean something. Outside, the rain hits the corrugated metal roof with a steady, rhythmic sound. It is four in the afternoon, but the sky is already the color of wet concrete. I reach for the bottle of nerve blockers on my desk. My right hand is shaking again, a fine tremor that makes my fingers look like they belong to a stranger. I swallow two pills without water.

The obsidian head of my cane catches the dim light from the desk lamp. I gripped it hard as I stood up, the pain in my left leg moving from a dull ache to a sharp throb. The doctors told me I was lucky to keep the limb. I don’t feel lucky when I have to drag it across the room. I walked to the window and looked out at the shipyards. Somewhere out there, the Vane fleet is docked, and I am the only person who knows how thin the ice beneath them has become.

There was a knock at the door. It was short and impatient. I didn't say come in, but Marcus Vance entered anyway. He smelled of cheap tobacco and the salt air that clings to everyone who spends too much time near the docks. He dropped a thick folder onto my desk. The folder was labeled 'Vane Maritime - Q3 Liabilities'.

'Elias Thorne just signed the acquisition papers for the new deep-sea terminal,' Marcus said. He sat in the chair opposite mine and leaned back, his rumpled suit jacket bunching around his shoulders. 'He’s moving fast, Seraphina. He thinks he’s untouchable now that your father is in that private sanitarium.'

'He isn't Thorne to me,' I said. My voice was flat. I had spent months training the emotion out of it. 'He’s a squatter in a house I built. Did you find the registry for the Vane Empress?'

Marcus nodded. He pulled a single sheet of paper from the folder. 'It’s registered in Panama, just like you thought. But there’s a problem. Thorne shifted the ownership to a subsidiary called Thorne Global Holdings last month. He’s layering the assets.'

'It doesn’t matter how many layers he adds,' I said. I sat back down, the pills beginning to numb the fire in my nerves. 'International maritime law is clear on vessel liens. If the ship has outstanding debts for fuel or maintenance in a US port, we can arrest the vessel regardless of who the parent company is. And I know for a fact that Vane Maritime hasn't paid their contractors at the Ballard shipyard in six months.'

Marcus looked at me for a long moment. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a pack of cigarettes, then remembered where he was and put them back. 'You’re going to strip his flagship right out from under him. He’ll lose the terminal contract if he can’t provide the tonnage he promised.'

'I want the lien filed in the Western District Court by nine tomorrow morning,' I told him. 'I want the US Marshals on that deck before Elias finishes his first espresso. He needs to understand that S.V. Blackwood is not just another bankruptcy liquidator.'

'He’s going to come looking for you,' Marcus warned. 'Thorne isn't the type to let a legal setback go. He’ll dig. He’ll find out Blackwood didn't exist four years ago.'

'Let him dig,' I said. I touched the scar that runs from my temple to my jawline. It is a jagged reminder of the night the Siren went down. 'By the time he sees my face, there won’t be anything left of the Vane legacy for him to save.'

Marcus stood up and adjusted his tie. 'What about your brother? Julian was spotted at the docks yesterday. He was high out of his mind and screaming at one of the crane operators. He’s becoming a liability even Thorne can’t hide.'

'Julian was always a liability,' I said. I remembered my brother’s face as he watched me fall into the water three years ago. He hadn't reached out his hand. He had just turned away. 'The Vane Curse is hitting him early. He has the same paranoia my father had before they locked him up. Use it. Feed the local tabloids a tip about his latest outburst. I want the shareholders nervous.'

Marcus nodded once and walked to the door. He paused with his hand on the knob. 'You’re cold, Seraphina. Even for a dead woman.'

'The water in the Sound was colder,' I replied.

When he left, the silence in the office felt heavy. I opened the folder and looked at the photographs of the Vane Empress. It was a beautiful ship, one I had designed myself. It represented everything the Vane family stood for: power, reach, and an arrogance that spanned oceans. Stripping it away would be the first real blow.

I reached for my cane and stood up again. My leg buckled slightly, but I caught myself against the edge of the desk. The physical weakness was a constant frustration, a cage of bone and damaged muscle. I walked to the small bathroom in the corner of the warehouse and looked in the mirror. I don't look like the Alpha Heiress anymore. My hair is short, cut in an asymmetrical bob that covers the worst of the scarring on the left side of my face. My eyes, once bright and full of ambition, are now dull and focused on a single point in the distance.

I am S.V. Blackwood now. I am the person people call when they want to bury a company. I am the person who finds the rot and pulls it into the light. Elias Thorne thinks he won because he took my shares and my life. He doesn't realize that by killing Seraphina Vane, he created his own worst nightmare.

I walked back to my desk and picked up a pen. I signed the authorization for the maritime lien. The ink was black and permanent. Tomorrow, the world would see the first crack in the Thorne-Vane empire. And I would be there in the shadows, watching it crumble.

I looked at the clock. It was nearly five. Elias would be at his club now, drinking expensive scotch and talking about his vision for the future. He wouldn't be thinking about tax returns or unpaid shipyard bills. He wouldn't be thinking about me at all. That was his first mistake. The dead don't file tax returns, but they have a way of balancing the books.
2. Liquidated Assets, Frozen Hearts
The pen cap clicked back into place. I didn't look up as Marcus Vance reached across the desk and pulled the signed authorization toward him. The paper made a dry, scraping sound against the wood.

Marcus checked the date. He checked my signature. He folded the document once and tucked it into the inner pocket of his coat.

"The Vane Empress is scheduled to clear the locks in two hours," Marcus said. He looked at his watch. "If the marshals move now, they can arrest the vessel while she's still in the terminal. Once the lien is served, nothing moves. Not a crate, not a passenger, and certainly not the ship."

I leaned back. The movement sent a sharp pull through the scar tissue on my side. I didn't wince. I watched Marcus walk toward the heavy steel door of the warehouse office.

"Elias will call within thirty minutes of the seizure," I said. My voice was steady. "He is expecting the terminal acquisition to close by midnight. This ship is his collateral. When the lien hits for forty-two million in unpaid bunkering fees and shipyard labor, the bank will pull the funding."

Marcus stopped and looked back. "Forty-two million. You spent eighteen months buying up every bad debt the Vanes ignored. It’s a lot of work for a ship that was once yours."

"It’s not my ship anymore," I said. "It’s a target."

Marcus left. The sound of his footsteps echoed on the metal stairs outside the office before the heavy downstairs door slammed shut. I was alone in the quiet. The warehouse smelled of damp concrete and old iron. It was a sterile, functional space that didn't remind me of the marble hallways I used to walk.

I looked at my right hand. It was resting on the desk. The fingers started to twitch. It began with the index finger and spread to the middle. It was a rhythmic, uncontrollable vibration. I reached out with my left hand and clamped down on my wrist, forcing the limb to stay still. The nerve damage was a physical debt Elias Thorne had left me with, and I paid the interest in pain every single day.

I opened the drawer and took out a small plastic bottle. I shook out two pills—nerve blockers. I swallowed them without water. They tasted bitter. I waited for the chemical numbness to start. I needed my hands to be still when he arrived.

I spent the next hour watching the monitors. I had a direct feed from the port security cameras. At 6:15 PM, three black SUVs pulled up to the Vane Empress. Men in jackets marked with federal insignias stepped out. They met the captain at the gangway.

A few minutes later, the yellow flag was raised. The ship was legally arrested. The crown jewel of Vane Maritime was now a dead weight at the pier.

My phone didn't ring. That was expected. Elias wouldn't call a bankruptcy liquidator personally until he had exhausted his own legal team. He would try to bully the port authorities first. He would fail. The maritime lien I filed was air-tight, backed by four different international jurisdictions.

I stood up and grabbed my obsidian-headed cane. I walked to the window that looked down into the main floor of the warehouse. The space was mostly empty, containing only a few crates of salvaged engine parts. It was the perfect stage for a meeting. There were no distractions here. No luxury to hide behind.

At 7:45 PM, the headlights of a single sedan swept across the warehouse windows. The car stopped. The engine cut out.

I walked to the top of the stairs. The pills had kicked in. My hand was a steady weight on the cane. My leg was a dull ache I could manage. I stood in the shadows of the catwalk and watched the small door at the far end of the building open.

Elias Thorne walked in.

He was alone. He wore a dark wool coat over a tailored suit. He didn't look like a man who had just lost a forty-million-dollar asset. He looked like a man who was annoyed by a minor clerical error. He stopped in the center of the floor and looked around. The dim overhead lights caught the sharp line of his jaw.

"Mr. Blackwood?" Elias called out. His voice was deep and filled the room without effort. "I don't have all night. You wanted my attention. You have it."

I stayed silent for a few seconds. I wanted him to feel the size of the room. I wanted him to feel the absence of the power he usually carried.

I stepped forward into the light at the top of the stairs. I started the slow, rhythmic descent. The tap of my cane on the metal grating was the only sound in the warehouse.

Elias watched me. I saw the moment he realized 'S.V. Blackwood' was a woman. His posture didn't change, but his eyes narrowed. He looked at my hair, the short, asymmetrical cut that veiled the left side of my face. He looked at the cane. He didn't recognize me. To him, Seraphina Vane was at the bottom of the Sound, a memory he had scrubbed clean with a generous insurance payout.

I reached the floor and stopped ten feet away from him.

"I am S.V. Blackwood," I said.

Elias looked me over. There was no warmth in his expression. "I expected someone older. Someone with more experience in the industry. You’ve caused a lot of trouble for my legal team today, Ms. Blackwood."

"The trouble isn't with your legal team, Mr. Thorne," I replied. "The trouble is with your balance sheet. Vane Maritime has been operating on a deficit for years. You’ve been moving money between subsidiaries to hide the fact that you aren't paying your vendors. I simply collected the receipts."

Elias took a step closer. He was taller than I
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