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Chapter 1: The Audit
The distant thud of a bass drum pulsed through the drywall, a weak, pathetic heartbeat for a party I had no intention of attending. From my gray-walled cubicle on the seventeenth floor, the forced merriment of the North Star Holdings annual Christmas party was just a headache-in-progress. A muffled burst of laughter, probably at one of Mr. Henderson’s terrible jokes. The faint, tinny strains of a Mariah Carey song I’d already heard four times today.
Here, the only sound was the quiet hum of my workstation and the whisper-soft click of my mouse. My world was a grid of numbers spread across two monitors, a landscape of transactions and routing codes that felt more real than the cheap tinsel drooping over my cubicle’s entrance. Someone from HR had put it there this morning, a mandatory sprinkle of holiday cheer. It shed glitter onto my keyboard.
My eyes burned. I’d been staring at these ledgers for ten hours straight, fueled by the dregs of lukewarm coffee and a stubborn refusal to be beaten. This was supposed to be Chad’s audit. ‘Chad’s big win,’ he’d called it in the morning meeting, flashing a smile so white it belonged on a toothpaste commercial. He’d presented my preliminary findings as his own, my late nights and meticulous cross-referencing distilled into a single, smarmy PowerPoint slide. He’d even used my phrasing. ‘A pattern of significant rounding discrepancies.’ I’d felt my jaw tighten, my knuckles pressing white against my thighs under the conference table. I said nothing. I never did.
So I stayed late. Let Chad and the others get drunk on cheap prosecco and congratulate themselves. I had work to do. My work. The numbers didn't lie, and they didn't steal credit. They were clean, logical. A puzzle waiting for the right mind to solve it.
My stomach rumbled, a hollow ache reminding me I’d skipped lunch. The party probably had pigs in a blanket. Cold, greasy ones. I clicked open another subdirectory, my fingers moving with a familiar, practiced efficiency. The discrepancies were small, almost negligible. Pennies shaved off thousands of transactions, all funneling into a single holding account. It was elegant, in a sociopathic way. Too elegant for Chad to have ever noticed. He looked for sledgehammer crimes. This was a scalpel job.
I traced the holding account’s outflow. A single weekly transfer to a subsidiary I’d never heard of: ‘Polaris Acquisitions.’ The name was a joke. North Star Holdings. Polaris. Someone had a sense of humor. A cold one. I typed the name into the parent company’s directory. Zero results. A ghost. My heart started a slightly faster rhythm. This was it. This was the loose thread. I leaned closer to the screen, the party and Chad and the glittery tinsel all fading away. It was just me and the numbers now.
Polaris Acquisitions was a phantom, but it left footprints. Sloppy ones. I dug into the raw server logs, bypassing the pretty user interface for the guts of the system. Lines of code scrolled past, a language I understood better than office politics. And there it was. An external routing number. A bank in the Cayman Islands.
Another shell company. And another. The trail was a chain of festive absurdity. Evergreen Investments. Tundra Holdings. Claus & Co. Logistics. A child’s Christmas list of corporate fraud. Millions of dollars, washed clean through a dozen fake businesses, disappearing into the digital ether. It was masterful. And it was brazen. They were hiding in plain sight, using holiday cheer as camouflage.
My professional curiosity was a bright, hot flame. This was the kind of complex, high-stakes puzzle that made me love my job. The kind of thing that would make a career. My career, not Chad's. But then I found the source file. The master list of accounts from which the pennies were being shaved. It wasn't just corporate overhead. It was investment portfolios. Client funds. Pension funds.
My fingers flew across the keyboard, pulling up the index of affected clients. The list was long, a column of names and fund codes. Dry. Impersonal. Until my eyes snagged on a familiar string of words. ‘Amalgamated Transit Workers Local 726 Pension Fund.’
No. The air in my lungs turned to ice. I scrolled back, my hand shaking so hard the mouse jittered across the screen. I read the name again. And a third time. It stayed the same. It was my sister's union. Maya’s pension.
Suddenly, I couldn't breathe. The memory hit me, sharp and painful. Maya, on the phone just last week, her voice stretched thin with exhaustion. ‘They said there was a mismanagement of funds,’ she’d said, the words heavy with a defeat she tried to hide. ‘The whole pension is gone, Nia. Thirty years of driving that bus, all gone.’ She’d had to take a second job, working nights stocking shelves, just to cover her mortgage. Her doctor was warning her about stress. Her bad hip was acting up again.
This wasn't an elegant puzzle anymore. This was the reason my sister couldn't sleep at night. The numbers on my screen weren't abstract figures; they were Maya’s stolen future. They were groceries she’d have to skip. Medications she'd have to stretch. They were the smug, smiling faces of the executives downstairs, toasting their holiday bonuses with champagne, their pockets lined with the life savings of bus drivers and janitors. They stole from my sister.
The blood pounded in my ears, a furious, roaring tide. My meticulous, ordered world of rules and regulations fractured. The law hadn't protected Maya. The system hadn't protected her. It had failed, as it always did for people like us. All my life I had played by the rules, kept my head down, did the work. For what? To watch men like Chad get the credit while men like Henderson got rich stealing from my family?
They stole from her. The thought became a drumbeat in my head. They stole from her. Fine. Two can play at that game.
My hands stopped shaking. A strange calm settled over me, cold and sharp. I knew their system now. I had the map. And I knew how to use it. My focus narrowed to a single point of light in the overwhelming darkness of the crime. I wasn't going to be a whistleblower. I wasn't going to write a report that would get buried in litigation for a decade while Maya struggled to pay her bills. I was going to deliver justice myself. Direct deposit.
I opened a separate, encrypted terminal. My fingers moved with a life of their own, typing commands I hadn't used since my grey-hat hacking days in college. I built a ghost account, routing it through a chain of servers—Panama, Singapore, Estonia—a tangled web that would take months to unravel, if anyone even knew where to look. I christened the destination account with a code, not a name. Something untraceable.
Then, I went back to the main ledger. The river of laundered money was flowing right in front of me. Millions upon millions. I looked up the exact amount Maya’s pension had lost. Two hundred and twelve thousand, four hundred and fifty dollars. I added a little extra. For interest. For pain and suffering. Let’s call it an even two-fifty. To them, it was less than a rounding error. A speck of dust. To Maya, it was everything. It was the ability to rest.
I wrote a simple script. A little tributary that would divert that single speck of dust from the main river flow and send it to my ghost account. a few hundred thousand transactions. They would be buried in thousands of others, invisible. Perfect. My intellect, the thing they paid me for but refused to acknowledge, was now a weapon aimed directly at them.
My finger hovered over the 'Enter' key. The blinking cursor on the screen was a steady pulse. This was the line. The one you read about, the one you think you’d never cross. On one side, Nia King, overworked, underappreciated forensic accountant. On the other... someone else. Someone who takes what's owed. A low hum came from the computer tower, the fan kicking on. A single drop of sweat traced a path down my temple, cool against my skin.
I thought of Maya’s tired face. I thought of Chad’s smug one. I pressed the key. The click was loud in the quiet cubicle.
A small, green line of text appeared. `EXECUTION COMPLETE. LOGS PURGED.`
It was done. The slow drip. I let out a breath I didn’t realize I’d been holding, my chest aching. For a second, the room felt like it was tilting. My stomach churned with a nauseating mix of pure terror and a blazing, righteous fire. I covered my tracks with a speed and precision that was almost robotic. Deleting the script, wiping the terminal’s cache, erasing my footprints from the server logs. In sixty seconds, it was as if I’d never been there.
I shut down the machine. The sudden blackness of the screens was a shock, reflecting my own wide-eyed face back at me. The muffled sounds of the party filtered back in, alien and distant. Nothing had changed out there. But in here, in this small, gray box, everything had. I had stolen just a penny, but soon- a quarter of a million dollars from very dangerous people. A cold dread coiled in my gut, but beneath it, something new and unfamiliar sparked. Power.

Chapter 2: The List
The city bled past the armored glass. A smear of red and green and gold, Christmas lights on wet pavement. Out there, people scurried through the falling snow, heads bowed against the wind, clutching bags from stores I owned. They were celebrating a myth. I was commuting.
The leather of the seat was cold against the back of my neck. The air inside the Escalade was scrubbed clean, tasting of nothing. A perfect, controlled environment. My world in miniature. On the tablet in my lap, another kind of list. My list. No cheer, no goodwill. Just names, faces, and sins. I swiped a thumb over the screen.
`Name: Dmitri Volkov. Affiliation: Krampus. Transgression: Trafficking.` The photo was grainy, taken from a drone. A fat man in a cheap suit, smiling as he got into a black Mercedes. A predator hiding in plain sight. I read the file, the dry intelligence reports compiled by Vixen and her people. Shipments. Routes. Victims. He dealt in children. My thumb hovered over the red icon at the bottom of the screen. `GET COAL.` One press, and by morning, Volkov would be a memory, his family wondering why he never came home for Christmas dinner. Justice, Santoro-style. Quick, quiet, final. I tapped the icon. The file vanished, replaced by the next.
`Name: Antony Gallo. Affiliation: Independent. Transgression: Skimming.` A picture of a man with slicked-back hair and a smile that didn't reach his eyes. He ran a string of restaurants, legitimate fronts that washed money for half the outfits in the Midwest. And he’d been shaving a percentage off my cut. A fool’s mistake. Greed made men stupid. I didn't need to read the full report. I pressed the red icon again. Two down. The faint hum of the engine was the only sound. The city was a silent movie playing outside my window. The weight of the tablet felt solid in my hands, a ledger of consequences. This was my purpose. Pruning the garden. Tending to the rot. A job given to me by my father, and his father before him. We were the wall that kept the real monsters out. And sometimes, to do that, you had to become a monster yourself.
The tablet chimed, a soft, discreet tone. An incoming call on the secure line. A single initial appeared on the screen: V. I tapped to accept, and the sterile air filled with the low, clipped sound of her voice from the vehicle’s speakers.
“Report,” I said. The word was flat, an order.
“There’s been a breach.” Vixen’s voice was sharp, no static, clear as if she were sitting beside me. She never wasted words.
I kept my eyes on the tablet, swiping to the next file on my list. A politician this time. A councilman with a taste for things he shouldn’t have. “Which one?”
“Financial. Polaris Acquisitions.”
My thumb stopped moving. I looked up from the screen, at the reflection of my own face in the dark glass. The city lights painted streaks across my scars. “How much?”
“A quarter million.”
A pittance. A rounding error in the grand scheme of things. But that wasn’t the point. It was my pittance. My rounding error. “Explain.”
“It was a ghost script. Sliced pennies off thousands of micro-transactions over the last seventy-two hours. Funneled them into a single account, then vanished. The script self-deleted, purged the logs. Clean. Very clean.”
I let the silence sit for a moment. Clean. I hated that word. It meant professional. It meant smart. It meant I had a problem that couldn't be solved with a simple bullet. “Our people?”
“Comet is still digging, but he says the architecture is nothing he’s seen before. Not Russian. Not Chinese. It’s… elegant.” The way she said the word, it was an insult. A piece of art she found offensive.
“An inside job?” I asked.
“It had to be. North Star Holdings. The accountant who ran the preliminary audit, Chad, is a non-entity. A frat boy who can barely work Excel. He’s not our guy.”
“So who is?”
“That’s the problem. The digital footprint is a ghost. It leads nowhere. We have nothing.”
“Nothing is unacceptable, Vixen.” My voice was low. The hum of the engine seemed to get louder.
“We have the account the money went to. Untraceable, of course. But the transfer was recent. Whoever did this is still close. They have to be.” She paused, the silence calculated. “Give me the word, Saint. I’ll have Blitzen’s elves turn North Star upside down. We’ll find whoever did this. We’ll get the money back. And we’ll send a message.”
I could hear what she wasn’t saying. Let me handle this. Let me be the hammer. She wanted blood. It was her solution to everything. A message, written in red. Simple. Brutal. And in this case, stupid.
I leaned my head back against the cold leather, staring at the ceiling of the SUV. A quarter million. Gone. And the thief was clever enough to make themselves a phantom. My first instinct, the one my father had beaten into me, was to agree with Vixen. Burn the whole building to the ground to kill one rat. Make an example. Fear was the currency of our world, and theft required a steep tax.
But this was different. This wasn't a brute kicking in a door. This was a surgeon with a scalpel. "Elegant," she'd said. Comet was my cyber guy, and he didn't impress easily. I thought about the complexity. Slicing fractions of cents, hiding in the noise, a self-deleting script. It wasn't about the money. It was about the skill. The sheer, audacious talent.
"No," I said.
The silence from the speaker was more potent than any argument. I could picture her face. The slight tightening of her jaw, the flicker of confusion in her sharp eyes. Vixen operated on a simple binary: loyalty or death. This gray area was uncomfortable for her.
"Saint?" Her voice was tight. "They stole from you. From us."
"They did," I agreed, my gaze dropping back to the tablet in my lap. I closed the Naughty List. This was more interesting. "And they did it without a gun, without a threat. They used their mind. They walked into my digital vault, took what they wanted, and walked out without leaving a fingerprint. That’s not a thug. That’s an artist."
"An artist who needs to be put in the ground," she countered, her voice dropping to a low hiss. "It’s a sign of weakness if we let this slide."
"Brutality is a tool, Vixen. It's not the only one in the box. Sometimes, it’s a clumsy one." I turned the tablet off, the screen going black. My reflection stared back. "This person... this mind... is an asset. Wasted on whatever pathetic life they’re living. A resource."
"A resource? They're a thief."
"And what are we?" A small smile touched my lips. "I don't want a body. I don't want the money back. The quarter-million is a finder's fee."
I heard her take a sharp breath. This was so far outside her playbook she was lost. "What are your orders?" she finally asked, the words clipped, professional. The soldier falling back on protocol when the strategy made no sense to her.
"You said they had to be close. Find them. Use every resource. I want eyes on every employee at North Star Holdings. Check their financials, their histories, everything. I'm not looking for a gangster. I'm looking for a genius hiding in a cubicle." I paused, letting the order sink in. "I want them found. I want them taken. Quietly. No mess."
"And when we have them?" Vixen asked.
"No bags over the head. No broken bones. I want them delivered in one piece." A new thought took shape, cold and clear and perfect. This was the right move. The only move. "Bring her to the Workshop."
I ended the call, leaving her in silence. The SUV slid through the snowy streets, a dark shark in a sea of glittering fish. Vixen wanted a lesson taught. I wanted a weapon acquired. She saw a loose end. I saw a beginning. The city lights blurred into a long, beautiful streak of color. Somewhere out there, a brilliant mind had no idea their life was about to change forever. They had just made my list. Just not the one they were expecting.

Chapter 3: The Witness
The click of my heels on the concrete was the only break in the low, electric hum of the parking garage. Level P3. Section C. My assigned spot felt a mile away. Above, the long fluorescent tubes cast a chemical, buzzing light that bleached all the color from the lines of sedans and SUVs. The air was cold, thick with the ghosts of exhaust and the sharp scent of industrial cleaner.
My heart hammered a frantic rhythm against my ribs, a leftover tremor from the script I’d unleashed hours ago. Two hundred fifty thousand dollars. The number was an impossible, glowing thing in my mind. It was justice. It was a mortgage payment for Maya. It was a felony. The competing thoughts made my stomach clench. I tightened my grip on the strap of my laptop bag, the leather cool against my palm.
Every shadow seemed to lengthen and twist. The hulking shape of a pickup truck looked like a predator crouching in the gloom. The distant scrape of metal on metal from somewhere in the building’s guts made me jump. Paranoia. This was the comedown. The adrenaline had burned itself out, leaving raw nerve endings behind. All I wanted was the solid, locked door of my apartment, a cup of tea, and the anonymity of my couch.
I walked faster, my sensible work pumps making sharp, accusatory sounds. I should have worn sneakers. I should have just taken the elevator straight down from the seventeenth floor and walked out the front door like a normal person. But the security guard at the front desk, George, was too chatty. He would have asked why I was working so late. He would have wanted to talk about his grandkids. I didn't have the energy to perform normalcy tonight. So I’d taken the fire stairs to the garage, seeking the quiet and the dark.
My car, a reliable and deeply boring sedan, was parked near the far wall. Just twenty more yards. My keys were already in my hand, clutched so tightly the teeth bit into my skin. I passed a white commercial van, windowless and generic, parked in a spot usually reserved for executive overflow. Odd. The back doors were slightly ajar. A delivery van, maybe? At this hour? My internal audit brain kicked in, flagging the anomaly. It was a stupid detail to notice, a loose thread I should have ignored. I should have just kept walking.
A heavy, wet thump echoed from the direction of the van. It was a dense sound, a dead weight hitting the concrete floor. It stopped me cold. My hand froze halfway to my car door. Every horror movie instinct I’d ever absorbed screamed at me to get in my car and drive. But my brain, the cold, analytical part of me that ran on logic and data, refused. It needed to understand the variable.
I backed away slowly, my heels scraping softly, until the cold, rough surface of a concrete support pillar was at my back. I pressed myself against it, the chill seeping through the thin fabric of my coat. I peered around the edge, my breath held tight in my chest. Two men stood at the back of the white van. They weren’t wearing uniforms. Just dark work pants and jackets, practical and anonymous. They moved with a quiet efficiency that was more unsettling than any overt threat.
One was built like a refrigerator, wide and solid. The other was leaner, taller, with a coiled stillness to his posture. They were lifting something from the ground. A long, heavy-duty canvas sack, the kind used for construction debris. It was lumpy. Man-shaped. A dark, ugly stain was spreading across the bottom, soaking into the fabric and leaving a small, glistening pool on the concrete.
My mind struggled to process the image. The men grunted with the effort, hoisting the sack. One of them adjusted his grip, and the 'head' of the sack lolled to the side with a sickening inertia. It wasn't construction debris. The refrigerator-sized man slid open the van door with a low rumble of metal on rollers. The interior was stripped bare, just a metal floor. They swung the sack inside. It landed with another one of those awful, final thuds.
Ice flooded my veins. My carefully constructed world of spreadsheets and firewalls dissolved into this grimy, concrete reality. These men were not delivery drivers. They were disposers. My crime was stealing numbers from a server. This was blood on the pavement. The lean one wiped his hands on his pants and pulled out a bottle of water, taking a long drink. The other scanned the garage, a slow, methodical sweep. His eyes passed right over my pillar, and for a second, I thought I could breathe again. He saw nothing. A car alarm chirped from a level above us, a brief, jarring noise in the quiet.
They were closing the doors. The sound was a loud, definitive slam of metal that echoed through the garage. A period at the end of a sentence I never wanted to read. Relief, sharp and dizzying, washed over me. They were leaving. I was safe. I had seen nothing. I just needed to stay behind this pillar, stay silent, and wait for the sound of their engine to fade.
My whole body was a single, rigid muscle. I stayed pressed to the concrete, the rough texture imprinting on my cheek. I could hear the driver's side door creak open. The squeak of shoes on the driver's mat. The subtle shift of weight as one of them got in. They were going.
Then my pocket vibrated. A sudden, violent buzz against my thigh that felt like an electric shock. My hand flew to it on pure instinct, a career's worth of responding instantly to alerts. The phone screen flared to life in my palm. Bright, white light painting my face, illuminating my wide eyes, my parted lips, the rough concrete pillar I was hiding behind.
Maya: Just got home. U almost done?
The text glowed in the darkness. A message from my world, intruding upon theirs.
Across the garage, the lean man had been turning to get into the passenger side. The flash of light caught his eye. His head snapped in my direction. He didn't squint or search. His gaze locked directly onto mine. There was no space for doubt, no ambiguity. He saw me. I saw him. The distance between us collapsed into a single, terrifying point of connection.
His expression didn't change. There was no surprise, no anger. Just a flat, cold acknowledgment. Like an accountant finding an error in a ledger. A problem that needed to be corrected. My blood turned to slush. The phone felt impossibly heavy in my hand. I couldn't move. I couldn't breathe. He raised one hand, a simple, clear gesture to his partner, and took a deliberate step toward me.

Chapter 4: The Bagging
There was no thought. No plan. Just a primal command screamed from the base of my skull: RUN.
My body obeyed before my mind caught up. The phone clattered from my numb fingers, its screen shattering against the concrete. I pivoted, my sensible corporate heel skidding on a patch of oil. For a half-second, I windmilled, then found purchase and lunged for the fire stairs. The heavy metal door slammed open against the wall with a deafening bang. Their footsteps echoed behind me, unhurried, confident. They knew the layout. They knew the exits. This was their territory.
I took the stairs three at a time, my hand scraping against the rough concrete wall for balance. The cheap fabric of my pencil skirt tore at the seam, a ripping sound that was shockingly loud in the enclosed space. My lungs were already burning, each gasp a razor blade of frigid air. Down, down, down. The repetition was hypnotic. The sound of my heels clacking on the metal steps, the heavier thud of their boots behind me. They weren't sprinting. A calculated pursuit.
I burst through the ground floor exit into a whirlwind of white. The December night hit me like a physical blow. Snow, thick and wet, melted on my face, plastering strands of hair to my skin. The city noise was muffled, a distant roar beneath the gentle hiss of the snowfall. For a moment, it was almost peaceful. Then a shout from behind me shattered the illusion.
I ran. I pumped my arms, my briefcase banging against my hip, a clumsy, ridiculous anchor. The heels were a nightmare. Each step was a gamble on the slick, snow-dusted pavement. My ankle twisted, sending a jolt of fire up my leg, but I caught myself, whimpering with the effort. A car horn blared as I darted into the street, not daring to look. Headlights swept past, illuminating the swirling snow like a million frantic moths. I could hear them, their disciplined footfalls closing the distance. They were faster. Stronger. This was a game they played often.
Ahead, the golden light of the Marquee Hotel spilled onto the sidewalk. A doorman in a heavy wool coat was helping a couple with their luggage. An idea, desperate and stupid, sparked in my oxygen-starved brain. I veered hard to the right, ignoring the doorman's startled shout, and pushed through the revolving doors. The blast of warm, cinnamon-scented air was dizzying.
I didn't slow. I ran past the gilded concierge desk, past a couple sipping wine in the lobby bar, my ruined skirt and frantic breathing earning me shocked stares. I was looking for a service corridor, an exit, anything. A sign for 'Staff Only' pointed down a carpeted hallway. I followed it, my heels sinking into the plush runner, slowing me down. The door at the end was propped open with a rubber wedge.
The world dissolved into controlled chaos. The humid air was thick with the smells of sizzling garlic, hot grease, and bleach. Men and women in stained white coats and hairnets shouted at each other in Spanish over the clang of pots and the roar of industrial dishwashers. I dodged a line cook carrying a steaming tray of fish, slipped on a wet patch of floor, and caught myself on a stainless-steel counter. A man with a thick mustache yelled something at me, but I was already past him, my eyes locked on the heavy metal door at the far end of the kitchen. A red 'Exit' sign glowed above it.
I slammed my shoulder into the push bar and tumbled out into the cold again. The alley was narrow, hemmed in by the sheer brick walls of the hotel and an adjacent office building. The sounds of the kitchen and the street were instantly cut off, replaced by the whisper of the falling snow. It was dark, the only light a single, caged bulb high above, casting long, distorted shadows.
I scrambled behind a massive green dumpster that reeked of stale beer and rotting food. I pressed my back against its cold, gritty metal side and slid down until I was crouched in the filthy snow. I finally let myself breathe. My chest heaved in ragged, painful gulps. Each breath sent a plume of white vapor into the air. My heart hammered against my ribs, a frantic drumbeat against the sudden quiet. I listened, straining to hear anything over my own gasping. Nothing. No footsteps. No shouts. Just the snow. I pulled my knees to my chest, trying to make myself smaller, wrapping my arms around my legs. Maybe it worked. Maybe they ran past the hotel. Maybe, for just a second, I had a chance.
"The kitchen was a nice touch. Resourceful."
The voice was deep. Calm. It didn't belong to the men who had been chasing me. It came from the shadows at the mouth of the alley. I froze, my breath catching in my throat. A figure stepped out of the darkness, separating himself from it. He was tall, broad, wearing a dark wool coat that the snow seemed to avoid landing on. Even in the dim light, I could see the faint lines of scars tracing a map across one side of his face. He wasn't breathing hard. He hadn't been running.
He took a slow step toward me, his expensive leather shoes making no sound in the snow. "Nia King. Forensic accountant. A penchant for grey-hat hacking in your collegiate years. You've been busy."
My mind raced, trying to connect the dots. This was him. The man from the file. Santoro. He wasn't supposed to be here. He was a name on a screen, a ghost in the machine. "I don't know who you are."
He gave a small, humorless smile. "I think you do. You reached into my company and took a quarter of a million dollars. My money."
"It wasn't your money," I gasped out, pushing myself to my feet, my back scraping

