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1. The Ghost in the Ledger
The red numbers on the monitor did not stop moving. They changed every few seconds, stripping away millions from our market cap. I stayed in my seat and watched the liquidation happen in real-time.

My desk phone rang. It was the private line. Only four people had the number. I picked up the handset but did not speak.

"Julian, the margin call just hit," Miller said. My CFO did not sound like himself. His voice was high and thin. "They pulled the credit line for the Singapore expansion. All of it. Right now."

"On what grounds?" I asked. I kept my voice steady. I focused on a small scratch on the mahogany surface of my desk. "The contract has a thirty-day cure period for any liquidity issues."

"They triggered the 'reputational risk' clause," Miller replied. "They sent over a file ten minutes ago. It contains internal memos from twenty years ago. Documents from your father’s era. Shipping manifests that don't match the customs filings."

I felt a stillness in my chest. My father, Silas Thorne, had always told me the past was buried under enough concrete and legal fees to stay hidden forever. He was wrong.

"Who sent the file to the bank?" I asked.

"An anonymous source," Miller said. "But the bank didn't care about the source. They cared about the content. Julian, our stock is down twelve percent. If we don't find twenty billion in liquid assets by the end of the business day, the board will have to declare insolvency."

I hung up the phone. I did not say goodbye. I stood up and walked to the floor-to-ceiling window. Sixty stories below, the city of New York continued its morning. People walked to work. Taxis moved in lines. None of them knew the Thorne Global empire was beginning to dissolve.

I looked at my reflection in the glass. I was thirty-four years ago. I had grey hair at my temples that had appeared three years ago. I wore a suit that cost more than most people earned in a year. It felt heavy on my shoulders.

My office door opened without a knock. Claire walked in. She was thirty. She wore a cream-colored dress and a diamond necklace I had given her for our second anniversary. She looked like the wife of a billionaire was supposed to look.

"The driver said you cancelled the lunch at the club," Claire said. She stopped in the middle of the room. She looked at the monitors on my desk. She knew enough about finance to recognize the color red. "Julian? What is happening?"

"Go home, Claire," I said. I did not turn around to face her.

"My father is calling me," she said. Her father was Federal Judge Anthony Miller. He was the reason I had married her. He was the reason Thorne Global had survived the merger five years ago. "He heard rumors on the floor. He wants to know if his interests are protected."

"Tell your father I am handling it," I said. I turned around then. I saw the way she looked at me. There was no affection in her eyes. There was only a calculation of her own security.

"I need the truth," Claire said. "Are we losing the house?"

"The house is the least of our concerns," I said. I walked past her and grabbed my jacket from the chair. "I have a board meeting. Stay out of the office for the rest of the day."

I left her standing there. I didn't look back. In the hallway, my assistants were moving faster than usual. They avoided eye contact. They knew the ship was taking on water.

I took the private elevator down to the boardroom on the fiftieth floor. The doors opened to a room full of men in dark suits. They were all older than me. They had all been friends with my father. Now, they looked at me like I was a problem they needed to solve.

Marcus Sterling sat at the far end of the table. He was forty-eight. He had been my mentor until I had him removed from the company for embezzlement four years ago. He shouldn't have been in this room. He didn't have a seat on the board anymore.

"Marcus," I said. I took my seat at the head of the table. "You are trespassing."

"I'm here as an advisor, Julian," Marcus said. He leaned back in his chair. He looked relaxed. He looked like he was enjoying himself. "The board reached out to me this morning. They were concerned about the leadership. Or the lack thereof."

"The leadership is fine," I said. I looked at the other board members. "The drop in stock price is a coordinated short-attack. We will issue a buy-back order and stabilize the price by noon."

"With what money?" one of the directors asked. "The banks froze our operating accounts fifteen minutes ago. We can't even pay the electricity bill for this building right now."

I felt a drop of sweat move down my back. I did not show it. I kept my hands flat on the table. "I will secure a private loan. I have contacts in London."

"London won't talk to you," Marcus said. He pulled a folder from his briefcase and slid it across the table toward me. "No one will talk to you. Not after they see who is behind the sell-off."

I opened the folder. It wasn't a financial report. It was a profile of a company called Aethelgard. I had never heard of it. I flipped the page.

There was a photograph of a woman. She was thirty-one. She had a short, black bob and eyes that looked like stones. She was wearing a structured grey blazer. She looked nothing like the woman I had left five years ago.

"Elena Vance," I whispered. My voice didn't work right.

"She is the CEO of Aethelgard," Marcus said. "They are a sovereign wealth fund. They have more liquid capital than the top three banks in this country combined. And she has spent the last forty-eight hours buying up every piece of Thorne debt she can find."

I stared at the photo. Elena had been an artist. She had spent her days in a studio covered in paint. She had been soft. She had been the person I returned to when the world of business became too loud.

"She's the one who leaked the shipping manifests," I said. It wasn't a question. I knew it was true. She was the only person who knew where I had hidden my father's old ledger. I had told her about it during our first year of marriage. I had trusted her with the one thing that could destroy me.

"She isn't just leaking things, Julian," Marcus said. "She's coming for the company. All of it. She made an offer to the board ten minutes before you walked in. She wants to buy the Thorne family's remaining shares for ten cents on the dollar."

"Never," I said. I stood up. The chair scraped against the floor. "I will fight her in court. I will tie her up in litigation for a decade."

"You don't have a decade," Marcus said. "You don't have a day. The board is voting on her offer at three o'clock. Unless you can produce twenty billion dollars by then, we are taking her deal. We have to protect the shareholders."

I looked at the men around the table. These were people I had known my entire life. They were all looking at Marcus. They were all ready to betray me.

"Meeting adjourned," I said.

I walked out of the room. My heart was hitting my ribs. I needed to see her. I needed to see Elena. I needed to understand how the woman who used to sleep with her head on my chest had become a person who could dismantle an empire with a few mouse clicks.

I walked back to the elevator and pressed the button for the lobby. I didn't go back to my office. I didn't talk to Claire. I walked out of the building and into the street.

I didn't wait for my driver. I walked two blocks and hailed a taxi. I gave the driver an address in Midtown. It was the address for the Aethelgard headquarters.

I watched the city go by. Everything looked different. The Thorne Global logo on the side of the buildings looked like it was fading.

When we reached the Aethelgard building, I didn't wait for the door to be opened. I got out and walked through the glass doors. The lobby was white and silent. There were no logos. There were no photos of founders. It felt like a hospital.

I walked to the reception desk. A woman with a headset looked up at me. She didn't recognize me.

"I'm here to see Elena Vance," I said.

"Do you have an appointment?" she asked.

"Tell her Julian Thorne is here," I said.

She pressed a button on her console. She spoke into the headset in a low voice. She waited for a few seconds. Then she looked back at me.

"Ms. Vance says you can go up," she said. "Floor eighty-eight."

I took the elevator. It was faster than the ones in my building. My ears popped as I went up. When the doors opened, I was in a large, open space. There were windows on all sides. The furniture was minimalist.

Elena was standing by the window. She was looking out at the city. She didn't turn around when I entered.

"You look different, Julian," she said. Her voice was flat. It had no emotion in it. No anger. No sadness. That was the thing that scared me.

"What are you doing, Elena?" I asked. I walked toward her. I stopped five feet away.

She turned around then. She looked at me the way a person looks at a stranger on the subway. Her eyes were dark and focused.

"I'm doing a transaction," she said. "I thought you liked transactions. You told me they were the only thing that mattered. You told me that people were just liabilities in a long-term plan."

"I was trying to save the company," I said. "The merger with the judge's daughter was the only way to keep the banks from calling our loans back then."

"And discarding me was part of the price," she said. She didn't move. She didn't blink. "You left me in a waiting room with a check and a non-disclosure agreement. You didn't even have the courage to tell me yourself. You sent a lawyer."

"I'm sorry," I said. The words felt small in the large room.

"I don't want an apology, Julian," Elena said. She walked to her desk and picked up a tablet. She tapped the screen. "I want the Thorne-Vance patent. The one you stole from my sketches and filed under your own name. The one that is currently powering seventy percent of your new energy grid."

"The company owns that patent," I said.

"The company is about to belong to me," she said. "And once I have it, I'm going to shut it down. I'm going to take everything you built and I'm going to take it apart piece by piece. Not because I'm angry. But because you are a bad investment."

I looked at her. She wasn't the girl I had loved. She was something else. She was untouchable.

"You're working with Marcus Sterling," I said.

"Marcus is a tool," she said. "I'm the one holding it. Now, go back to your office and wait for the vote. You have four hours of being a CEO left. I suggest you spend them saying goodbye to your staff."

She turned back to the window. She didn't say another word. I stood there for a minute, looking at her back. I wanted to say something. I wanted to find a way to reach her. But there was nothing there. The woman I knew was gone.

I walked back to the elevator. I felt a coldness in my hands. The ghost in the ledger had finally come for me. And she had a name.
2. A Hostile Takeover of the Heart
I walked out of the elevator. The doors hissed shut behind me. The lobby of the Aethelgard building was quiet. My footsteps sounded loud on the white stone floor. I pushed through the heavy glass doors and stepped onto the sidewalk.

Arthur, my driver, stood by the rear door of the black sedan. He did not say anything. He did not ask how the meeting went. He simply held the door open. I sat in the back. The air inside the car was cool.

"Thorne Global, Arthur," I said. "Fast."

He pulled into the midday traffic. I pulled my phone from my pocket. My thumb hovered over the screen. The stock price for Thorne Global was 42.10. It had been 85.00 at the opening bell. I scrolled through the news alerts. Every headline was the same. Shipping manifests. Money laundering. Silas Thorne. Aethelgard.

My father had been dead for three years. His name was still a weight. I looked out the window. The buildings of the city went past. I did not see the people on the sidewalk. I only saw the red numbers on my phone screen.

I needed twenty billion dollars. It was a number that did not feel real. It was a mountain of cash that did not exist in any single vault. I had three hours and fifteen minutes.

We reached the Thorne Global tower. The plaza was full of reporters. They had cameras and microphones. They were waiting for a statement. Arthur drove the car into the underground garage. I did not wait for him to open the door. I got out and walked to the private elevator.

I pressed the button for the penthouse. The ride was forty seconds. When the doors opened, the noise hit me. It was not the sound of work. It was the sound of panic. People were talking on phones. They were gathered around computer monitors.

Sarah, my executive assistant, was standing by the elevator. Her face was the color of paper. She had a tablet in her hand. She followed me as I walked toward my office.

"The board moved the meeting," she said. Her voice was thin.

"To when?" I asked. I did not stop walking.

"Now," she said. "They are in the main conference room. They didn't want to wait until three."

"They can't do that," I said. "The bylaws require notice."

"Marcus Sterling told them the reputational risk clause overrides the notice period," Sarah said. "He told them the company is a sinking ship."

I stopped at my office door. I looked at her.

"Where is Claire?" I asked.

"She is inside," Sarah said. "She has been waiting for an hour."

I opened the door. The office was large. The windows looked out over the park. Claire was sitting in one of the leather chairs. She was wearing a cream-colored suit. Her hair was pulled back. She looked at me. There was no warmth in her eyes.

"Julian," she said.

"I have a board meeting, Claire," I
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