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PROLOGUE

The first thing Mari Delacroix-Voss did every morning was check that her left hand was bare.

It was not a ritual she had ever chosen. It had chosen her, six years ago, in the space of one long exhale, and it had never fully let go. She would wake in the gray dark of her seventeenth-floor apartment, feel the sheets, feel the empty side of the bed she had grown almost fond of, and glance at her own hand before she did anything else. No ring. No tan line left to explain. Just skin, and the particular silence of a life she had built entirely on purpose.

She was thirty-two years old, and she had not always been a woman who lived in glass.

Portsmouth wasn't the kind of city people wrote songs about, not anymore. It had been, once, back when the steel mills ran three shifts and the river brought barges instead of just floodwater. Now it was a town of good bones and bad luck, sinking a little more into itself every decade, humid and stubborn, refusing to disappear entirely. Mari's apartment sat high enough above it that on clear mornings she could see clean across the downtown grid to the hills on the Kentucky side, green and hazy in the heat. What she could not see, not from this angle, not on purpose, was the river itself. She had chosen the building for that reason and never once said so out loud.

Her morning had its own architecture, the way everything in her life did now. Coffee, black, made in the machine that cost more than her first car. A run through the emails that had come in overnight from the London office, because compliance never slept even when the market did. A shower hot enough to leave her skin pink. A blazer, charcoal, tailored to her exact measurements by a woman two floors down from her office who had never asked a single personal question, which was precisely why Mari kept going back.

By seven forty, she was in the elevator of a building that smelled like recycled air and ambition, badge in hand, earbuds in, half listening to a podcast about interest rate policy because it was easier to fill her head with numbers than with anything else.

She was good at her job. Better than good. Winslow Park Capital had hired her eighteen months ago as a senior compliance analyst, and in that time she had flagged three material misstatements before they became SEC problems, caught a rogue trader skimming basis points off client accounts, and built a reputation as the person who noticed things other people didn't want noticed. Her boss called her relentless. Her coworker Sabine called her a bloodhound with a CPA license. Mari privately thought of it as the only skill she had left that she trusted completely: the ability to look at a column of numbers and see exactly where the story didn't add up.

It was a skill she had learned somewhere else first. She didn't talk about that part.

At her desk, the city spread out below her in its Tuesday rhythm, delivery trucks double-parked on Second Street, a line already forming outside the coffee shop that had opened where a hardware store used to be, the slow brown churn of the Ohio moving past the old rail bridge in the distance. July had arrived like it always did in this part of the world, thick and unapologetic, air you could wear instead of breathe. The forecast on her second monitor showed a system building somewhere over Kentucky, a red blob that the meteorologists were already calling significant. Portsmouth flooded most summers. It was simply a question of how much and for how long.

The building itself had been a shoe factory once, before some developer with more optimism than sense gutted it down to the brick and sold the idea of loft-style compliance offices to a firm that mostly just wanted the tax credit. Mari appreciated the honesty of that arrangement more than she probably should have. Everyone in this building was pretending to be something slightly more polished than what they actually were. She fit right in.

Her desk faced east, toward the water, a placement she had requested on her first day for reasons she never explained to the office manager who assigned it. Watching the river from a height, from behind glass, from a floor no flood had ever reached or would ever reach, felt like the safest way she knew to keep something in her line of sight without letting it back into her life. She could see it. She did not have to touch it.

Mari had grown up watching this river decide things for people. She had learned young that it took whatever it wanted and gave almost nothing back, and that the only sane response was to build somewhere it couldn't reach you.

She thought about that more than she let herself admit.

At eleven, Sabine appeared at her cubicle wall with two coffees and the particular expression she wore when she was about to ask a question she already suspected the answer to.

"You look like you didn't sleep," Sabine said, setting one cup down like an offering.

"I slept."

"You slept the way you do everything else. Efficiently. That's not the same thing." Sabine perched on the edge of the desk, close enough that Mari knew she wasn't leaving until she got something. "Anniversary's coming up, isn't it."

Mari didn't look up from her screen, though her fingers stilled over the keyboard for exactly one second before she made them move again. "I don't track it anymore."

"Liar." Sabine said it without malice, the way you'd point out a stain on someone's sleeve. "You get quiet for like four days every July. I've worked next to you for a year and a half. I notice things too, you know. Not your league, but I try."

"It's not the anniversary," Mari said, which was true, mostly, in the way that most things she said about that part of her life were true only around the edges. "It's the storm system. It's always worse this time of year."

Sabine studied her for a beat longer than was comfortable, then let it go, because that was the deal between them: Sabine pushed exactly as far as Mari allowed and never an inch further, and in exchange Mari let her be the only person in this glass building who knew there was a before.

Not the whole before. Just the shape of it. A marriage. A departure. A silence that had lasted six years and counting.

What Sabine didn't know, what almost no one in this life of Mari's knew, was the specific texture of what she had walked away from. Not just a man. A world. A converted garage on the riverfront where she used to sit behind an old metal desk until two in the morning, reconciling books that weren't supposed to exist on paper anywhere else, keeping a legitimate auto shop legitimate so that everything underneath it could keep breathing. She had been good at that too. She had been, for six years of her twenties, indispensable to a family that wasn't blood and a man who wore his loyalty to that family like a second skin, right up until the night she discovered exactly how far down the list she actually ranked.

She could still call up the shape of that night if she let herself, not the details, she had trained the details into a kind of soft blur on purpose, but the shape of it: standing in a doorway that didn't belong to her anymore, understanding before anyone said a word, and feeling something in her chest close like a fist. She had not screamed. She had not thrown anything. She had gone home, opened the club's real ledgers on her laptop, and by morning she had frozen every account she had access to, methodically, alphabetically, the only language of consequence she had ever fully trusted.

She didn't let herself finish that thought all the way through anymore. She had trained herself out of it the same way she'd trained herself out of reaching for a ring that wasn't there. Mostly.

The afternoon went the way afternoons went. A call with the London desk about a flagged transaction that turned out to be nothing. A meeting about Q3 audit prep that ran forty minutes longer than it needed to. A text from her uncle Tommy, the only person left who understood both halves of her life at once, asking if she'd heard the weather report and whether she still kept her go-bag by the door out of old habit.

*You know I do,* she typed back. *Old habits pay off eventually.*

*Not always in the way you want them to,* he wrote, and she let that sit unanswered, because Tommy had never once in six years told her she'd done the wrong thing by leaving, but he had also never quite told her she'd done the right one either, and there was a particular kind of loneliness in loving someone who refused to hand you a verdict.

She set the phone face down again and went back to work, because work didn't ask her to reach conclusions about her own life. Work only asked her to find the truth in a column of numbers, and she was good at that, she was the best at that, and if she filled enough hours with it there was very little room left over for anything harder.

By five, most of the floor had cleared out, the after-work exodus of people with dinner reservations and gym memberships and lives that closed neatly at the end of a business day. Mari stayed. She always stayed. There was a particular kind of peace in an empty office at dusk, the city noise falling away, the overhead lights clicking down to half power, nothing left to do but the work itself, honest and quiet and entirely within her control.

She pulled up the Ashford compliance file, the one that had been nagging at her all week, a routine quarterly review for a mid-size manufacturing client that should have taken an hour and instead kept snagging on a set of shell entities that didn't quite reconcile. It was the kind of puzzle she used to love before it started reminding her of another set of books, another version of this exact feeling, the itch of numbers that didn't sit right.

She told herself it wasn't the same. She told herself that a lot, about a lot of things.

Outside her window, the sky over the river had gone the color of a bruise, purple-gray and heavy, the first outrider clouds of the coming system stacking up over the hills. Somewhere out past the edge of downtown, past the neighborhoods she used to know street by street, the compound would be getting ready for it too, tarps and sandbags, the low hum of men who had learned the hard way what this river could do. She didn't think about that. She was very good, these days, at not thinking about that.

Her phone buzzed once, face down on the desk. She didn't turn it over. Whatever it was could wait until she'd finished the Ashford reconciliation, until the numbers made sense again, until the world had been sorted back into columns she understood.

At five forty-seven, she opened her laptop fully, pulled the file toward her, and settled into the particular stillness she had spent six years learning how to build. Rain had started against the glass, faint and steady, the kind that would get worse before it got better. She was, in this moment, exactly the woman she had worked so hard to become: capable, contained, entirely alone by careful design, and utterly unaware that in thirteen minutes, a man she had once shared a name with was going to walk into her lobby wearing a suit that didn't fit him, carrying papers that would drag six years of silence into the light of one very long night.

She had no way of knowing that the storm building over the hills was the smallest one coming.

She reached for her coffee, found it cold, and kept working anyway.




CHAPTER ONE: The Papers She Wouldn't Sign

Six years of silence ended with a buzz from the front desk at 6:04 p.m., and the first thing Mari felt was not shock. It was irritation, sharp and immediate, at whoever had the nerve to interrupt the last clean hour of her day.

"Ms. Delacroix-Voss, there's a gentleman here to see you," the voice on the line said, careful in the way front desk staff got when a visitor didn't match the building's usual clientele. "He doesn't have an appointment. Says it's about a legal matter. A Mr. Kovalenko."

Her hand went still over the keyboard.

She hadn't heard that name spoken out loud in longer than she could easily calculate, though of course she could calculate it exactly if she wanted to, down to the day. Six years, one month, eleven days. She was a woman who kept track of things whether she meant to or not.

The rain had started in earnest against the window behind her, the first real gusts of the system that had been stacking up over the hills all afternoon, and for one absurd second she thought about telling the front desk to send him away, to say she'd already left, to buy herself one more night of the careful architecture she'd built her whole life around. She didn't. Some old, stubborn part of her had never once in her life turned away from a problem just because it frightened her, and she wasn't about to start now, not over a name.

"Send him up," she said, and was proud of how level her voice came out.

She closed the Ashford file. She straightened the stack of papers on her desk that didn't need straightening. She checked her reflection in the black mirror of her second monitor, not out of vanity, she told herself, but out of the same instinct that made her double-check a reconciliation before signing off on it: control the variables you can control.

By the time the elevator chimed at the end of the hall, she had her blazer buttoned and her expression arranged into something she hoped read as unbothered.

It did not survive first contact.

Dax Kovalenko walked out of that elevator wearing a suit, and it was the wrongness of it that hit her first, before his face, before anything else. Dax didn't wear suits. Dax wore Henleys with the sleeves shoved up and a cut that told anyone who needed to know exactly which world he belonged to. This suit fit him the way a costume fits an actor who's been cast against type, close enough to pass, wrong enough that anyone who'd ever seen the real thing would clock it in half a second. His hair was shorter than she remembered. There was more gray at his temple than there should have been for thirty-five. He still moved like a man who took up exactly as much space as he needed and not an inch more, unhurried, economical, and she hated that her body remembered the rhythm of that walk before her mind caught up.

"Mari." Just her name. No greeting attached to it, like he hadn't planned past that word.

"You're wearing a suit," she said, because it was easier than anything else available to her.

"Priest's idea. Said I couldn't show up here looking like I climbed out from under a bike." A ghost of something crossed his face, not quite a smile. "He wasn't wrong to worry."

"No," she agreed. "He wasn't."

She didn't invite him to sit. She stood in the doorway of the small glass conference room she'd claimed on her way past reception, arms crossed, putting the width of a table between them the second the door closed. He set a manila folder down on the surface between them like it might detonate.

"I need your signature," he said. "On the account closures. The frozen ones."

"Which accounts, specifically."

"The auto shop's operating accounts. Two supplier lines. The equity line on the property." He recited it flat, like a man who had practiced saying it in a car on the way over, which, she thought, he probably had. "The bank's requiring your countersignature to release them since you're still listed as authorized signatory. Legally, until you sign off, they stay frozen."

"They're frozen because I froze them." She kept her voice even, professional, the same tone she'd use flagging a discrepancy in an audit. "On purpose. Six years ago. If you're here asking me to undo that, you can save both of us the trip."

Something moved behind his eyes, fast, gone before she could name it. "I'm not asking you to undo anything you don't want to undo. I'm asking you to look at what's actually in those accounts now, because the club's about to lose the shop entirely if they stay locked another quarter, and that's forty jobs, Mari. Legitimate ones. People who never touched anything you were angry about."

"I'm not angry," she said, and even she heard how flat and untrue it sounded.

He didn't call her on it. That, more than anything he'd said so far, unsettled her. The Dax she remembered would have pushed, would have needled at the crack in her sentence until it opened wider. This one just watched her with a patience that felt earned somewhere she didn't want to think about, and let the silence do the work instead.

"Sit down," she said finally, because standing over a folder like it was a threat wasn't actually compliance protocol, and because some small, traitorous part of her wanted five more minutes of hearing him talk in that low, unhurried voice she'd spent six years training herself not to miss.

He sat. She didn't.

She opened the folder instead, scanning the first page with the same clinical focus she'd bring to any document, except her eyes kept snagging on details that weren't line items: the particular slant of his handwriting on the cover memo, the fact that he'd used her maiden name correctly on every page, the fact that someone, probably him, had gone back through old records to make sure her name was spelled exactly right after six years.

"This is a mess," she said, because it was, and because saying so was safer than saying anything else. "Whoever's been managing these books since I left doesn't know what they're doing. There are three entries here that don't reconcile with anything."

"That'd be me," Dax said. "Nobody else wanted the job."

"You're not an accountant."

"No," he agreed. "I'm really not."

For one unguarded second, the corner of his mouth pulled up, and it was so exactly the expression she remembered, tired and self-deprecating and real, that something in her chest twisted hard enough to hurt. She looked back down at the papers before he could see it land.

"I can't sign this tonight," she said. "I need to actually review it. Properly. Not because I'm trying to punish anyone. Because if I sign my name to something that's wrong, that's my license, not just your problem."

"That's fair." He said it simply, no argument in it, which threw her more than resistance would have.

"I'll need copies of everything. The last two years of statements, the supplier contracts, whatever passes for a general ledger over there."

"I can have it to you by tomorrow."

"Tomorrow's too soon for you to pull all that together honestly." She heard herself say it and realized, a beat too late, that it
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