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CHAPTER ONE
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SOFIA

Theo Kallias steals evidence from my wedding bag before breakfast.

The bag is not technically mine. It belongs to Mara, who entrusted it to me after her second marriage to his brother because she was occupied with being happy and I was the only sober person within reach.

The evidence is a copied ledger wrapped in a linen napkin.

The thief is waiting at the end of the Asteri harbor with the ledger beneath his arm and two ferry tickets in his hand.

"You have committed three crimes before eight," I say.

Theo checks the face of his watch. "Two. The ferry is late."

"Theft, interference with evidence, and wearing sunglasses when the sun is behind you."

"The third is hereditary."

His black suit from last night's wedding has been replaced by dark trousers and a white shirt rolled at the forearms. He looks rested, which is either obscene or the advantage of never taking anything seriously.

I hold out my hand.

"Ledger."

"Ticket."

"I can buy a ticket."

"Not for this ferry. The captain's nephew got married, half the island is going home, and Alex reserved the remaining cabin because he believes economy seats are a gateway to anarchy."

"Your family does love a controlled departure."

The smile leaves Theo's face for half a second.

I saw the same thing happen last night when he found the divided-omega mark beside AION 4. He said it belonged to his mother. Then he closed the ledger, took it from my hands, and announced we were going to Malta.

Not asked.

Announced.

I take one of the tickets.

"The ledger remains with me."

"I found the mark."

"In a copy I removed from the Kallias archive."

"Which is called theft when I do it."

"I am a journalist."

"A profession, not immunity."

"History will decide."

He studies me over the rims of his glasses.

"Mara knows?"

"Mara is on her honeymoon."

"On Asteri."

"A honeymoon is a moral jurisdiction. Do not disturb it."

"Alex will know by now."

"Yannis knows everything by now. That is different."

The ferry sounds its horn.

Theo gives me the ledger.

The surrender is so immediate that I almost mistrust it more than the theft.

"Terms," he says.

"No."

"You do not know the terms."

"Your surname makes them presumptively hostile."

We board through a line of wedding guests, villagers, crates of herbs, and one indignant goat. The morning sea is silver beyond the breakwater. Asteri rises behind us in stone and white walls, last night's flowers still tied along the harbor rail.

Mara stands on the terrace above the village in Alex's shirt, holding a coffee.

She lifts one hand.

Theo turns.

For a moment, both Kallias brothers are visible in the distance: Alex behind Mara, one arm around her waist; Theo beside me, already leaning toward whatever trouble waits beyond the island.

Then the ferry pulls away.

"You told them," I say.

"I told Alex we were following an offshore account."

"Did you mention I had the ledger?"

"I said you were in possession of material relevant to an active investigation."

"Traitor."

"Accurate traitor."

The cabin has four seats, dark windows, and a table bolted to the floor. I put the ledger in my bag and loop the strap around my ankle.

Theo sits opposite.

"AION 4 was registered through the Thalassa Foundation," he says.

"You remember the logo from childhood."

"My mother used it on stationery. A circle split by a vertical line. She said it was the horizon seen through a mast."

"Where is she?"

The ferry leaves the shelter of the island. The deck shifts beneath us.

"I don't know."

"You said Malta."

"She was Maltese. The foundation was registered in Valletta."

"When did you last speak to her?"

He looks toward the window.

"Eighteen years ago."

There it is. Not humor. Not carelessness. A door without a handle.

I could leave it closed.

I am not built for that.

"She died?"

"No."

"Then why eighteen years?"

"She left."

The answer is polished from use.

Before I can ask more, my phone vibrates.

Unknown number. Maltese country code.

The message contains a photograph taken from the harbor five minutes ago. Theo and I on the gangway, the ledger visible beneath my arm.

Below it:

AION 4 BURIED ONE KALLIAS WOMAN. DO NOT MAKE IT TWO.

Theo reads over my shoulder.

All ease disappears from him.

"Delete nothing," he says.

"I know how evidence works."

"Send it to Yannis."

"After I preserve the metadata."

"Now, Sofia."

"Do not use fear as a rank."

His hands flatten on the table.

"That message threatens you."

"It threatens a Kallias woman. I am not one."

"The person who took the photograph may not appreciate legal distinctions."

"Then it is fortunate I have you."

His mouth shifts.

"For security?"

"For absorbing the first bullet. You are wider."

The ferry rises over a swell.

My bag moves against my ankle.

Theo's gaze drops to the ledger, then returns to me.

"Seventy-two hours," he says. "We trace the account before you publish."

"You assume I intend to publish."

"You photograph menus when the prices seem dishonest."

"Menus do not have mothers."

"Exactly."

The light changes across his face.

He is afraid of what the ledger contains. He is also afraid I will see the fear and mistake it for guilt.

"Seventy-two hours," he repeats. "Full access to the Vella family records, company travel, anything in my name. In return, you hold the story and protect my mother's location if we find it."

"If she has committed a crime?"

"You verify before you name her."

"I always verify."

"Your editor does not."

The accuracy irritates me.

I take out my recorder and place it between us.

"This is not off the record unless we agree."

"Agreed."

"No payment, gifts, transport conditioned on coverage, or editorial approval."

"Agreed."

"I decide what is publishable."

"After seventy-two hours."

"If there is an immediate threat to life or evidence, the embargo ends."

"You tell me first."

"If doing so does not create the threat."

He considers it.

"Agreed."

"And if you lie once, the agreement ends."

"That clause follows my family."

"A useful inheritance."

Theo reaches for the recorder but does not touch it.

"My mother did not die," he says. "She left Malta after marrying my father. She left Athens twelve years later without saying goodbye. Eleni told me she wanted a life without the Kallias family."

"Did you believe her?"

"I was twelve."

"Do you believe her now?"

The ferry turns toward Lavrio. Asteri has become a dark line behind us.

"No," he says.

The word is so quiet that the recorder may not catch it.

I do.
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CHAPTER TWO

[image: ]


THEO

My mother left me a horizon.

For eighteen years, that has been the least sentimental version of the story.

She left no letter, no forwarding address, and no object chosen for memory. Eleni removed Celeste's clothes from the Athens house within a week. My father sent the paintings to storage. The court filings were sealed because wealthy families prefer private cruelty.

But the divided circle appeared everywhere when I was a child. On envelopes. On the brass plate outside the Thalassa Foundation. Embroidered inside a canvas bag my mother used to carry paints down to the harbor.

A mast dividing the horizon.

AION 4 bears the same mark.

Sofia reads the copied ledger through the entire flight from Athens to Malta.

We travel commercial because she refused the company aircraft.

"Its owner is under investigation," she said at the check-in desk.

"The owner is Alex."

"Exactly."

Now she occupies the window seat, one knee against the tray table, pages spread across her lap in numbered sleeves. The man beside us has asked twice whether we are accountants.

Sofia answered yes the first time and undertakers the second.

He has stopped asking.

I should be examining the transfers.

Instead, I watch her mark dates with a red pencil.

She does not underline. She places small vertical lines beside a sentence, one for relevance, two for contradiction, three for a lie. Her hair is tied at the nape of her neck with the same red scarf she wore at Mara's first wedding, when she called me a hereditary liability and drank my champagne.

"Why are you looking at me?" she asks.

"You are sitting between me and the emergency exit."

"There is another on your side."

"I prefer redundancy."

"Your family has made a religion of it."

She turns a page.

"AION 4 received six-point-eight million euros after Sarris's account was frozen."

"From whom?"

"The transfer originated in Malta. Vella Freeport Holdings."

My mother's maiden name.

"Luca."

"Your uncle?"

"Her older brother."

"Relationship?"

"Annual birthday card until I was sixteen. Nothing after."

"Why?"

"My father returned one unopened. Luca understood the policy."

"And you obeyed?"

"You mistake childhood for a board meeting."

Her pencil stops.

I did not intend the edge in my voice.

Sofia studies me for a second, then looks down at the ledger.

"The Vella holding company also paid the Monaco consultancy used by Petros Dane."

"That ties Luca to Sarris."

"It ties companies. People require proof."

"You sound disappointed."

"I dislike conclusions that arrive before the work."

The aircraft begins its descent. Malta appears through the window, limestone and blue water, denser than memory.

I came here every summer until my mother left. I remember hot stone beneath bare feet, the bells of Valletta carrying across Grand Harbour, and Luca teaching me to dive from a wall after Celeste said it was too high.

I remember her voice.

I have spent years claiming otherwise.

Sofia closes the ledger.

"Seventy-one hours," she says.

"You started the clock?"

"At the recording."

"Of course."

"What happens at the end depends on what we find."

"That is what concerns me."

"Your mother may be innocent."

"Also concerning."

"Why?"

Because a guilty woman can choose to leave.

An innocent one requires someone else to have made the choice for her.

"It complicates the obituary," I say.

"There is no obituary."

"Family history, then."

"You can say it."

"What?"

"You are afraid she did not abandon you."

The aircraft touches down.

I grip the armrest until the wheels settle.

"That sentence makes no sense."

"It does if you built eighteen years around hating the wrong person."

Passengers release their belts before the light changes. Bags open overhead. A child begins to cry three rows forward.

Sofia puts the ledger into her case.

"I am not your subject," I say.

"Everyone is someone's subject."

"And who is yours?"

The question reaches somewhere she does not permit visitors.

Her face becomes pleasantly blank.

"No one who can afford you."

She stands before I can answer.

* * *
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Yannis has arranged a driver we do not use.

Sofia finds the man holding a tablet with my name before customs and photographs him from three angles.

"Too visible," she says.

"He is visible because he is collecting us."

"He is visible because someone wants to count our security."

She walks to the taxi rank.

I follow, sending Yannis the driver's badge and an apology he will not interpret as one.

We take a white taxi toward Valletta.

The road carries us past pale stone buildings, balconies enclosed in painted wood, church domes, and walls built for enemies with patience. The sky is winter clear. Beyond the bastions, the sea burns blue.

My phone rings.

Alex.

"You landed," he says.

"You track commercial aircraft now?"

"Only the ones carrying my brother and the woman likely to publish his arrest."

Sofia leans closer to the phone.

"Conviction, not arrest."

"Good morning, Sofia."

"Debatable."

Alex returns to me.

"Lydia found the Thalassa registration. Celeste Vella-Kallias is listed as ultimate beneficiary."

The taxi passes beneath the walls of Floriana.

"Current?"

"Updated eleven months ago."

"By whom?"

"A corporate agent called Mifsud Fiduciary."

Sofia writes the name on her wrist.

"Send everything to both of us," I say.

"Already done. Yannis says you dismissed the driver."

"Sofia dismissed the driver."

"You followed."

"I am practicing partnership."

Sofia looks at me.

Alex is silent for one beat.

"Be careful."

"That sounds like an instruction."

"It is an apology for the ones I gave before."

Something in my chest shifts.

"Understood."

The call ends.

Our taxi climbs toward the city gate.

Sofia's phone vibrates.

She reads the message and swears.

"What?"

"My source."

Mirella Borg worked for the corporate-services firm that administered Thalassa. She contacted Sofia after the Sarris arrest and promised original mandates.

The message says:

DO NOT COME TO THE CAFÉ. THEY HAVE MY HUSBAND. TRUST NO VELLA.

The location pin beneath it is moving.

South.

Toward Marsaxlokk.
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SOFIA

Mirella Borg's phone reaches the sea before we reach her street.

The location pin travels through Paola, turns toward the industrial coast, then stops in the middle of Marsaxlokk Bay.

Theo watches it disappear from the screen.

"Thrown from a car?" he asks.

"Or carried onto a boat."

"Can you identify the device?"

"No. My source protocol discourages asking for serial numbers."

"Your source protocol allowed her husband to be taken."

The words are out before he can stop them.

Our taxi driver looks at us in the mirror and turns up the radio.

I close the tracking map.

"You have thirty seconds to decide whether that was fear or accusation."

Theo rubs one hand over his face.

"Fear."

"Then say what you mean."

"I am afraid someone took Mirella because she contacted you. I am afraid they photographed us with the ledger before we left Asteri. I am afraid this began earlier than we think."

"Better."

"Not better."

"More useful."

I call Inspector Lara Camilleri at the Maltese financial-crimes unit. The Greek prosecutor gave me her number after the first threat.

Camilleri answers in English, listens without interruption, and asks for Mirella's consent documentation.

"I have recorded consent for contact and publication, conditional on verification," I say.

"For location monitoring?"

"She activated live sharing voluntarily forty minutes ago."

"Send the message, tracking capture, and your arrival details. Do not follow the phone."

"It is already in the harbor."

"Phones swim badly."

I like her immediately.

"Her husband may be in danger."

"We are checking the residence."

"How?"

"By doing police work, Ms. Demetriou."

The call ends.

Theo lifts an eyebrow.

"You enjoyed that."

"Competence is attractive."

"I will inform the fleet."

The hotel occupies a restored palazzo on a narrow Valletta street, limestone façade above blue-painted doors. A porter takes one look at Theo and knows his name. Wealth has facial-recognition systems older than software.

At reception, the manager gives us a single key.

"There should be two rooms," I say.

He checks the screen.

"The booking was amended this morning. One suite, Mr. and Mrs. Kallias."

"We are not married."

Theo sets one elbow on the desk.

"She remains optimistic."

"Do not."

The manager turns pink.

"The amendment came from your office, Mr. Kallias."

"Which office?"

"Vella Freeport Holdings."

Theo straightens.

"My uncle booked the room."

"At nine fourteen."

We were in the air.

"Cancel it," I say.

The manager lowers his voice.

"I am afraid the hotel is full for the regatta week. The suite has two bedrooms."

"Does it have independent locks?"

"Yes."

"Camera inspection?"

"Our head of security can—"

"Not your security."

Theo takes out his phone.

"Yannis can send a local team."

"Inspector Camilleri sends one. Your uncle arranged the reservation."

"Agreed."

Again, the immediate surrender unsettles me.

The suite is on the fourth floor, overlooking tiled roofs and a slice of Grand Harbour. Camilleri's officers clear it while we wait in the corridor. They find no devices, no forced entry, and a bottle of champagne sent by Luca Vella.

The card reads:

WELCOME HOME, THEODOROS. YOUR MOTHER ALWAYS PREFERRED DRAMATIC RETURNS.

Theo holds it by the edge.

"He knew we were coming."

"The person at Asteri sent the photograph."

"Luca has no reason to threaten his own sister."

"You do not know what reason he has."

He looks toward the balcony.

"No."

The suite has two bedrooms, a sitting room, and a dining table large enough to support our improvised operations center. I place the ledger beneath a portable document camera. Theo connects the encrypted laptop Chloe sent from Athens.

We find four references to Thalassa:

A4 BENEFICIARY MAINTENANCE

TVK PROTECTED DISTRIBUTION

C.V. CONTINUITY

MERCY LIST

"TVK is Theo Vella-Kallias," I say.

"My legal name is Theodoros Constantine Kallias."

"Then Celeste Vella-Kallias."

"CV is also Celeste."

"Two identities."

"Or two roles."

The suite telephone rings.

Theo answers on speaker.

A woman's voice says, "The ledger is a copy."

Mirella.

I reach for the recorder.

"Where are you?"

"Do not record."

I stop before touching it.

"All right."

"The pages you have were made to be found. AION 4 does not belong to Mr. Sarris. It belongs to the person who taught him how to disappear money."

"Luca Vella?"

Silence.

"Mirella, is your husband safe?"

"For now."

"Are you safe?"

"No."

"Tell me where."

"Your room has a red Bible in the left bedside drawer. Page two hundred and six."

The line goes dead.

Theo reaches the bedroom before me. In the left drawer is a red Gideon Bible. Page two hundred and six has been cut from the book.

In the hollow beneath it lies a brass key and a strip of film.

I hold the film toward the window.

Six miniature photographs. A bank mandate. A cargo manifest. Three passports. Celeste Vella-Kallias entering a clinic.

The date is last month.

Theo takes the strip from my hand.

His mother is older, her dark hair silver at the temples, her face turned partly away from the camera.

Alive.

"Where is the clinic?" he asks.

The photograph shows a stone wall and the edge of a sign.

...EA MIFSUD RECOVERY & RESPITE

The same surname as the fiduciary agent.

My phone sounds.

Elias Pappas, my editor.

I answer.

"Tell me you are in Malta," he says.

"I am on leave."

"Your leave ended when someone sent me the beneficial-owner register for AION 4."

I look at Theo.

"Who sent it?"

"Anonymous secure drop. It names Theo Kallias and his mother."

"Do not publish."

The words come too quickly.

Theo hears them.

Elias laughs.

"You found religion?"

"The document is unverified and possibly planted."

"It carries the Maltese registry seal."

"A seal verifies filing, not truth."

"Our competitors have it."

"Then let them be wrong first."

"I need copy in two hours."

"You will not have it."

I end the call.

Theo is still holding the film.

"You protected me," he says.

"I protected the truth from your face."

"My face appreciates it."

"Your face remains evidence of nothing."

He comes nearer.

"And the photograph?"

"Evidence your mother is alive. Not why."

"You could publish that."

"I could also set the room on fire. The existence of an ability does not create a reason."

For the first time since Asteri, Theo looks at me without humor, suspicion, or performance.

The attention is too direct.

I step toward the table.

Glass breaks in the corridor.

An alarm begins to sound.

Smoke pushes beneath the suite door.
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