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For the women who arrived with a folder full of evidence and left with a man in their bloodstream.
And for the ones who wanted to.



Content Warnings

This book is intended for adult readers (18+).

The Heir's Ransom is a dark contemporary romance. It contains material that some readers may find distressing. Please read with care.

Content includes:


	Explicit sexual content

	Morally grey protagonists making morally grey decisions

	Themes of alcoholism, addiction, and recovery (on-page)

	Emotional manipulation and surveillance between the leads

	References to prior trauma, including childhood bereavement and parental death (drowning)

	Brief depictions and references to violence and corporate criminal conduct

	Discussion of blackmail, political manipulation, and illegal arms-related activity

	Depictions of mental-health struggle

	References to events and characters from The Devil's Dividend (Book One)

	Secrets between lovers; delayed honesty as a core dynamic



If any of the above is something you need to sit further from today, please put this book down with my love. It will be here when - and if - you come back.

Adriana




A Note from the Author

Dear Reader,

Welcome to Stockholm. Again.

If you arrived here from The Devil's Dividend, hello - I missed you. Thank you for coming back. You already know the weather, the archipelago, the particular way a Voss looks at a woman across a polished table when he has decided he is in trouble. You know the cast. You know the conspiracy. And you know that at the end of Book One, a woman rang a gate bell at nine-seventeen in the Stockholm dark and said there was more to hear.

There is more to hear.

If you are new - and you are welcome, truly, entirely, whatever brought you here - you can start with this book. You can read The Heir's Ransom cold and understand every beat. But I will tell you, quietly, in the margin: the emotional experience is richer if you have walked through Callum and Nisha's story first. Book One is not required reading. It is, however, rewarded reading.

Here is who you need to know tonight.

Ronan Voss is twenty-nine. He is Callum's younger brother. If you met him in Book One, you met him drunk in a hallway, looking at a woman he had, in fact, been watching for months. He has been, for most of his adult life, the chaos variable - the Voss who burns things down. What no one has known, until this book, is that almost every fire has been deliberate. Ronan is my favourite hero I have ever written, and he nearly ruined me. I wrote him in longhand, at three in the morning, in pencil, because he would not come out otherwise. I am still, as I write this, slightly in love with him. Please be gentle with both of us.

Zara Mehta is twenty-six. Forensic analyst. Nisha Arora's best friend. Sharp-tongued, sharp-minded, and - this is the thing she will not tell you, which is why I am telling you - secretly, completely, bone-deep terrified of being loved. She is the woman who shows up at your door with a bottle of wine and no questions. She is also, as it turns out, a woman whose father did not die the way she was told.

This book is darker than the first. It is sharper. It is, in places, feral. Ronan and Zara do not circle each other slowly. They collide. They lie to each other in the precise language of people who are very, very good at lying. They fall in love while actively continuing to investigate each other. It is a mess. It is my favourite kind of mess.

A few gentle reminders:


	Please read the Content Warnings on the previous page.

	If this book moves you, a review on Apple Books or Goodreads is the single most powerful gift you can give an independent author.

	If you want early chapters of Book Three, playlists, deleted scenes, and the occasional voice note from my kitchen at two in the morning, I am at @adrianavalewrites on Instagram and TikTok, and at patreon.com/adrianavale.



Pour something strong. Close the door. Put on something low and moody - I recommend Agnes Obel if you don't already have a playlist going - and come meet Ronan.

He has been waiting for you.

With love, Adriana

Edinburgh, 2026

author.adrianavale@gmail.com
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  PROLOGUE

  The Watcher
  London. Six months before.



There is a file open on the coffee table.

It has been open for forty-one minutes.

Ronan Voss has not touched it in twenty-three of those. He is standing at the window instead - the long one, the south-facing one that shows him, at three in the morning, the wet black curve of the Thames between Vauxhall and the Tate - with one hand around a tumbler and the other flat against the glass, and he is watching the rain do the thing rain does in London in March, which is to fall as if it were being paid by the hour.

The flat behind him is the kind of flat a Voss buys without thinking. Twelve hundred square feet of concrete and glass and Italian lighting and a kitchen nobody has ever cooked in. A piano in the corner he cannot play. A view he cannot, tonight, enjoy. A wardrobe full of suits that his brother's tailor in Stockholm keeps cut to his shoulders because his brother, in the particular way of elder brothers, has made a standing order on his behalf since 2018.

He has not, in forty-one minutes, sat down.

The file arrived at 2:09 a.m.

It was pushed under the door of the flat - the private flat, the one that is not, technically, owned in his name, the one nobody in his family knows he lives in on Tuesday and Thursday nights - in a plain manila envelope, unsealed, with a single strip of grey tape and no postmark. The courier who left it did not ring. He did not sign. The CCTV on the corridor, Ronan has checked, shows ninety seconds of a man in a grey coat and grey cap with his face angled, precisely, away from the camera, walking at the speed of a man who knows the building.

Ronan thinks: a professional.

Ronan thinks: I know perhaps four of those.

He turns from the window.

He comes back to the table.

He looks down at the file, and he looks down at what the file has been telling him, for forty-one minutes, in the uninflected prose of somebody who has spent years writing things they do not want to be found writing.

Voss Holdings - Internal Reserve Fund, 2003â€“Present Patent registrations, Cayman chain, routing memoranda. Four political campaigns. Three continents. One common beneficiary. Nineteen wire transfers the Board was not informed of. A name - handwritten, in pencil, in the margin of page six - that Ronan knows, because Ronan has been chasing it, alone, for two and a half years.

Johan Halvorsen.

And a second name, in the same pencil, under it: Zara Mehta.

Ronan's hand on the tumbler tightens.

He has heard this name precisely twice before tonight. Once, in passing, six months ago, at a dinner in Geneva, when a man he does not especially trust told him - sidelong, amused, over a glass of something he should not have been drinking - that Arora Media had a forensic analyst in Mumbai whom nobody in the industry had yet figured out how to buy. And once, more carefully, three weeks ago, when his brother's new fiancée, Nisha Arora, had mentioned - not carefully enough - to Callum, at Callum's kitchen table, that her best friend was flying into Stockholm next month for a consult.

He had not asked what the consult was.

He had not had to.

He picks up the file. He walks it to the sofa. He sits down at last - forty-two minutes in, a quiet, controlled lowering of a very tall man onto pale grey linen - and he reads the cover page again, slowly, the way a man reads a contract before he signs away something he cannot get back.

Somebody on the inside of Voss Holdings is building a case against his uncle.

Somebody on the inside has been building it for years.

And somebody, tonight - somebody he cannot yet name - has decided that Ronan Voss, of all the Vosses, is the one who needs to see the evidence first.

Why, he thinks.

Why me. Why not Callum. Why not Liora. Why not the press.

And then, because he is not, despite every press photograph ever taken of him, actually a stupid man:

Because someone has decided I am already working on the same problem from the other end, and they are right.

He puts the file down.

He picks up his phone.

He scrolls - not to his contacts, which hold 287 people he does not wish to speak to at three in the morning, but to the second screen, the hidden folder, the passcode-within-a-passcode, the three numbers in it that are not listed anywhere and will never appear on a billing record issued to any Voss.

He taps the second one.

It rings twice.

"Mr Voss."

"Still up, Anders."

"For you, sir. Always."

"I need you to tell me everything you know about a Zara Mehta. Mumbai-based. Forensic analyst. Twenty-six years old. Works, currently, on a freelance contract with Arora Media and four smaller clients. I want her employment history. I want her education. I want the name of every person she has investigated in the last three years. I want the name of every person she has refused to investigate in the last three years. I want her travel. I want her bank. I want, if at all possible, a clean photograph from the last ninety days. I want it by Friday."

A pause on the line. Brief. Professional.

"May I ask the nature of the interest, sir."

Ronan looks at the file on the coffee table.

He looks at the rain on the glass.

He thinks about a woman he has never met, whose face he has never seen, whose father, according to a penciled name in a margin he was not meant to read, was killed by his family twenty-two years before he was old enough to know what his family did.

"She is about to be sent for me," he says, quietly. "And I would like, Anders, to know who is coming before she arrives."

"Understood, sir."

"And, Anders."

"Yes, sir."

"If, at any point in the next seventy-two hours, anything in her life changes - anything at all, sir, a courier, a phone call, an unusual flight, a stranger in her stairwell - I want to know within the hour."

"Yes, Mr Voss."

"Thank you."

"Goodnight, sir."

He hangs up.

He sets the phone down, face up, on the arm of the sofa. He looks at the glass in his other hand. He has not, tonight, drunk from it. He has poured it on instinct, as he always pours it, the way another man might pick up a cigarette - and he has not, in forty-three minutes now, brought it once to his mouth.

He lifts the glass.

He walks it across the flat to the kitchen sink. He pours it out. He watches the amber curl down the chrome and vanish down the drain with the slow, disinterested obedience of something that has not, in the end, been required tonight.

He puts the empty glass in the sink.

He goes back to the window.

The rain is heavier. The river is the colour of nothing. Somewhere east, a siren rises and falls and does not return.

"All right, Ms Mehta," he says, very quietly, to the glass - to his own reflection in it, to the city behind his reflection, to the woman three thousand miles and eleven months away who does not yet know his name. "Take your time. I'll be here."

He stays at the window until dawn.

He does not pour another drink.

He will not pour another drink for eleven months.

And when he finally does - when he finally, at last, cracks - it will be because a woman with brown eyes and a black pencil skirt will have walked into a boardroom at Voss Global at 8:27 in the morning and looked at him across the table like she could not decide whether to arrest him or kiss him first.

He would, in fairness, have had the same problem.



✦ ✦ ✦






  ONE

  The Contract
  Mumbai. Six months later. Present day.



The envelope is on the mat.

I see it through the crack of the door before I fully open it - a small rectangle of bone-coloured paper, dead centre on the welcome mat of the little office I rent above Shahid's bookshop in Bandra West, placed with the meticulous geometry of a person who has been taught, somewhere, to place things.

No stamps. No postmark. No name on the front.

Just a seal on the back, in grey wax, no monogram.

I stare at it for a moment with the key still in my hand.

Zara Ria Mehta, I think, twenty-six, brilliant, single, under-slept, and chronically, pathologically allergic to surprises.

If you pick up that envelope, something is going to change.

I pick up the envelope.

My office is two small rooms and a window above a Bandra bookshop that has been owned by the same man since 1986. His name is Shahid. He makes me chai at ten and at four. He has never once asked what I do for a living, and I have never once volunteered. We exchange, most mornings, nine words. Chai? Yes. Thank you, Shahid. Have a good day, beta.

It is the healthiest professional relationship I have ever had.

The rooms upstairs are mine. I did the renovation myself four years ago - white walls, one wall of bookshelves, one wall of filing cabinets with three separate locks, a long oak desk by the window, one green lamp, one good chair, one bad chair for clients, and a kettle. I work alone. I have no assistant. I answer my own emails. I do not have a website. I do not have a business card.

The people who need to find me find me.

The rest do not.

It is not an arrogance. It is an economy.

I sit down at the long oak desk. I do not, yet, open the envelope. I plug in the kettle. I take off my coat. I hang it on the hook by the door. I check, without thinking, the little telltale I keep on the inside of the doorframe - a single strand of dark hair, fixed between door and jamb, broken only if the door has been opened in my absence - and the telltale is intact, as it was yesterday, as it has been every morning for four years.

Nobody has been in.

The envelope came today.

After dawn, I think. Between seven and eight.

I sit down.

I look at the envelope.

I slit it with the little brass letter opener Nisha gave me for my twenty-third birthday - on which she had engraved, in minute careful script along the handle, the words for opening things that may well open you back - and I tip the contents out onto the desk.

Three items.

First: a contract. Six pages. Black letterhead, no company name, no address. Cross-referenced to a numbered Luxembourg entity I do not recognise and will not, I already suspect, be able to unravel without three days and a second monitor.

Second: a cashier's cheque.

I look at the number on the cheque for a long moment.

I look at it a second time to be certain I have not misread.

I have not misread.

It is four times my yearly retainer with Arora Media. It is more money than I was paid, cumulatively, for the entire first six years of my practice. It is - not to put too fine a point on it - the kind of number you offer someone when you do not intend for them, afterward, to work for anyone else.

I put the cheque down.

The third item is a single sheet of paper. One line, centred, in the same anonymous black type.

Come to Stockholm. > Investigate Voss Holdings from the inside. Begin with Ronan Voss. > Tell no one.


I sit back in the chair.

Outside the window, somebody on the street below is frying pakoras in hot oil. A scooter goes past with a broken horn. Two small boys are arguing, not unhappily, about a cricket score.

I look at the sheet of paper.

I look at the cheque.

I look at the contract.

Ronan Voss, I think.

I know the name. Of course I know the name. Everyone in corporate forensics in South Asia has, at some point in the last eighteen months, heard the name Voss too many times to count - first because of the Henrik Voss scandal last spring, which briefly made Callum and Nisha the most famous couple in European finance, and then more quietly, more technically, because Voss Holdings - the subsidiary Henrik had run - has been in restructuring ever since, with three sovereign regulators crawling through its books and a dozen analysts of my calibre quietly, competitively watching the restructuring from the outside.

I have watched it from the outside for ten months.

I have never been inside.

Nobody I know has been inside.

Henrik Voss was removed. Ronan Voss - Henrik's nephew, Callum's younger brother, a man whose name occurs in the Financial Times approximately once a quarter and usually attached to the phrase also present was - has, in the scandal's aftermath, somehow ended up as the non-executive director nominally responsible for overseeing the Holdings restructuring. Everyone assumed it was a placeholder. A piece of family theatre. A way of keeping the subsidiary technically inside the family while Callum's wife rewrote corporate governance in the main company.

Everyone assumed Ronan Voss was, not to put it too finely, decorative.

If somebody is willing to pay me four times my annual retainer to go look at him, I think - slowly, carefully, with the front of my brain running the numbers and the back of my brain running the other numbers - then somebody, somewhere, has stopped assuming he is decorative.

I pick up my phone.

I text Nisha.

Walk me through something. Free?


Three dots, immediately.

Always. Give me five.


Nisha calls from Stockholm.

I can tell by the light in the background of the video - the specific, pearl-thin light that falls through the tall windows of the estate outside the city, the one I have visited twice now - and by the way she has her hair up in the clip she only uses when she's working from home. There is a coffee cup in front of her I recognise from my own kitchen. She has, as always, stolen it.

"Darling."

"Hi."

"You look," Nisha says, narrowing her eyes at the screen, "like someone just handed you a cheque."

"I hate you."

"Oh, god. Who."

I angle the camera. I hold up the sheet of paper. I hold up the cheque. I do not hold up the contract, because the contract is six pages and my arm will get tired, and because Nisha, now that she is married to a Voss and sits on the board of his transparency foundation, has opinions about what she calls optics.

Nisha reads the paper on the screen.

She reads the cheque.

She is quiet for a moment.

"Don't take it," she says.

"Nisha."

"Zara, don't take it."

"Nisha, that's four times my retainer."

"I know."

"That is a 'never work again' cheque."

"I know, darling. I am looking at it. I am reading the numbers. I am counting the zeroes. I am doing the small mental gymnastic of how much red wine that would buy the two of us if we took it to Lisbon tomorrow. And I am saying to you, as the woman who loves you more than anyone on this earth: do not take it."

I set the phone down on the desk. I prop it against the lamp. I look at her.

"Why."

Nisha breathes out slowly.

"Because," she says, "somebody paid that cheque to point you at Ronan Voss, and I do not, Zara, like any part of that sentence. I do not like Ronan Voss. I do not like somebody paid that cheque. And I most especially do not like point you at, because when someone pays that much money to point a forensic analyst of your calibre at a specific human being, what they are paying for is not a report. They are paying for a weapon. And you are, whether you like it or not, whether the client knows it or not, whether you cash the thing or not, the weapon."

"Charming."

"I am not being charming. I am being accurate. Zara - "

"Who is he."

She pauses.

"Ronan?"

"Yes. I have never met him. You have. Who is he."

She considers her coffee for a long moment.

"Ronan," she says, "is the one you have to be careful with."

"Callum was the one I told you to be careful with."

"Callum was a closed door. Ronan is an open one. With a very charming man leaning in the frame and no floor on the other side."

I laugh in spite of myself.

"God, Nisha."

"I know."

"Put that in a book."

"I am, darling, I am working on it. Listen - Zara. You are the best person at what you do that I know. You are also, and I mean this with the entirety of my love, a woman who has not been on a second date in three years because you are terrified of anyone actually liking you. You are going to walk into that subsidiary thinking you are the smartest person in the building, and you are going to be right, and he is going to be the second smartest, and he is going to know the second he sees you what the inside of your head looks like, and Zara, Zara - "

"I hear you."

"Don't take it."

"I hear you."

"Zara."

"I hear you, Nisha."

"Tell me you won't take it."

A long, long silence.

I look at the cheque.

I look at my telltale on the door, which is still intact, which means somebody in Mumbai, this morning, paid a professional to stand on the mat outside my office and not so much as brush the wood of my door with his coat, and that professional laid an envelope on my mat with geometric precision and walked away, and that envelope contained, in one clean pass, a demand that I travel three thousand miles to look at a man whose name my best friend has just called an open door.

"I hear you, Nisha," I say, quietly. "I love you. I am going to get off this call now. I am going to think."

Nisha's face, on the screen, does the small, sad thing it does when she knows she has already lost an argument.

"All right, darling."

"I love you."

"I love you, Zara. Be careful."

"Always."

I hang up.

I do not think, very long.

I put the cheque in the inside pocket of my wallet. I put the contract in the middle drawer. I do not shred it. I do not file it. I leave it, because some part of me already knows I will be signing it before the week is out, and I would rather not have to reprint.

I put the single sheet of paper - Come to Stockholm - into a folder on top of my desk.

I look at it for a long time.

Then I pick up my phone, and I open my airline app, and I book the next available flight to Arlanda.

Sorry, Nisha.

I never could leave a door alone.

The flight leaves at 2:05 a.m.

I make it with forty minutes to spare.

I have, as I always do when I travel for work, exactly two bags - a small black case in the hold, a leather laptop bag at my feet - and one rule, which is that I do not, under any circumstances, sleep on aeroplanes. I drink water. I read. I work.

I am two hours into the flight, with Ronan Voss's file open on the laptop in front of me on the tray table, when I sigh out loud.

It is not a discreet sigh.

A flight attendant, passing, tilts her head.

"Everything all right, madam."

"Yes. Sorry. Just - reading."

"Anything interesting."

I glance down at the screen.

Ronan Voss, twenty-nine. Public-school educated. Oxford, dropped out after two years, rumoured acrimony, rumoured something with the daughter of a faculty member, no charges. Inherited at twenty-two. Four DUIs across three jurisdictions, one conviction, three quiet settlements. Ten years of tabloid coverage, the majority of it involving yachts and some version of Ronan Voss was also spotted at the bar. No known long-term relationships. No known employment in any serious capacity until, fourteen months ago, he was appointed to the Voss Holdings non-executive board in what was, by universal press consensus, a pity move by his older brother.

Textbook wastrel, I type in the margin, in my personal shorthand.

One to go in at eight a.m. and out by lunch.

The flight attendant is waiting, politely.

"Terribly sorry," I say. "What was the question."

"Would you like something to drink, madam."

I glance up.

Up the aisle, in the window seat of row 2A - business class, first row, the one they always seat alone males in when they are tall - there is a man in a grey jumper reading a hardback I cannot quite see the spine of. He is perhaps thirty. I cannot see his face. I can see his hand around a tumbler of something amber.

Something in me, without my permission, says:

"Whatever the man in 2A is having."

The flight attendant smiles, the small, professional smile of a woman who has taken this order exactly four hundred times in her career.

"Whisky," she says. "Neat. Doubles."

"That."

"Of course, madam."

She goes.

I close the file.

I take the glass when it arrives. I put it on the tray beside the closed laptop. I look at it for a long moment before I drink.

Textbook wastrel, I think, again, and I do not know yet why I am thinking it with anything other than professional dismissal.

I drink.

The whisky is very good.

Outside the window, somewhere over the Arabian Sea, the sky has begun to lighten at the horizon in a thin, reluctant, pearl-coloured bleed, and I lean my head back against the leather, and I close my eyes for one breath, and I think, very clearly, with a precision that will - in three weeks, sitting on the floor of a rented Stockholm flat with a photograph of my father in my hand - come back to me:

I have not yet met him, and I am already drinking what he is drinking.



✦ ✦ ✦






  TWO

  The Wolf in the Doorway



Voss Global headquarters is not a building.

It is a proposition.

I have seen it in photographs - everyone in our industry has seen it in photographs - but what the photographs do not convey is the way the thing weights the street it sits on. Thirty-eight floors of glass and pale grey stone, set on the Strandvägen waterfront like a guillotine blade stood on its flat end, with the whole of Stockholm's old money running in a careful uninterrupted line in front of it and the cold glitter of the harbour behind.

I stand on the opposite pavement at 8:04 a.m. in a black wool coat and a black pencil skirt and the only pair of heels I own that I can genuinely run in, and I drink the last of the very bad espresso I bought from the kiosk by the tram stop, and I think:

All right, Ms Mehta. Either we do this well or we do it badly. There is no version where we do it at half.

I cross the street.

The revolving door at the front is unmanned. The one at the side is not. The small discreet one at the rear is where I have been told, on the thin grey card attached to my pass, to report. I report. A woman with pale hair and the posture of a woman who has spent her entire adult life not being startled looks up from her desk, takes my pass, and nods.

"Miss Mehta."

"That's me."

"Welcome to Voss Global. I am Ingrid. If you would come with me."

She stands.

Ingrid, I think. Nisha has told me about Ingrid. Ingrid is, apparently, one of four people in this city Callum Voss trusts absolutely. Ingrid knows where the bodies are and Ingrid has signed, personally, the non-disclosure agreement that said she would never say.

I walk with her.

She takes me not to the main lifts but to a small bank of them at the rear of the lobby, and she swipes a card I cannot see the colour of against a reader, and the lift opens, and the lift goes up, and Ingrid does not, during the ride, say anything, and I do not, during the ride, say anything, and when the lift opens on the twenty-seventh floor she walks me down a corridor of grey stone and steel and stops at the second door on the left.

"Your office for the duration of the engagement, Miss Mehta."

"Thank you, Ingrid."

"Your first interview is at nine. Mr Ronan Voss. I will tell you now, as a kindness, that Mr Voss has a historical tendency to be late."

"How late."

"On average," Ingrid says, with the perfectly even tone of a woman reciting a schedule, "forty-three minutes."

"Noted."

"If it helps, Miss Mehta."

"Yes."

"He is late on purpose. He knows exactly what time he has been told to arrive. The lateness is - editorial."

I smile in spite of myself.

"Editorial."

"His word, Miss Mehta. Not mine." She inclines her head a fraction. "Welcome to Voss Global. If you need anything, the intercom is on the wall by the door, and I am extension one."

She leaves.

She does not close the door behind her.

I push it the rest of the way open, and I step inside the small office I have been assigned - one wall of glass looking east across the harbour, one desk, one lamp, one ergonomic chair, two guest chairs, one ficus tree that has clearly been delivered from a florist within the last hour - and I stop.

The ficus tree is new.

The lamp is on.

The desk is empty, except for one folder.

The guest chair - the one nearest the window - is occupied.

"Good morning, Ms Mehta," says the man in the chair.

It is 8:27 a.m.

Ronan Voss is thirty-three minutes early.

I do not, visibly, react.

This is one of three things I am very, very good at - not reacting, not sleeping on planes, and spotting a shell company from sixty yards - and I have worked for ten years to make it the first of them.

I set my bag on the desk. I take off my coat. I hang it on the hook by the door. I turn, slowly, with the small, polite, professional face I wear for subjects who are trying to wrong-foot me, and I look at Ronan Voss properly for the first time.

He is not what I expected.

He is wearing a charcoal suit without a tie, a white shirt open at the throat, and the kind of wristwatch that a man wears when he does not wish you to notice the watch, which is the tell of a much more expensive watch than the one a man wears when he does. His hair is dark, cut carelessly, pushed back from his forehead with the ungentle hand of a man who does not, at twenty-nine, own a comb. His jaw has not been shaved today. His eyes are grey.

That is the first thing.

The second thing is that his eyes are not - as every newspaper photograph has suggested for ten years - glazed. They are not bloodshot. They are not amused. They are attentive in a way I have not been looked at in a professional setting in my entire adult life, and I realise, with a small cold bloom at the base of my spine, that the man in every tabloid photo has been wearing, for a decade, a face he takes off in private.

The face underneath is not a wastrel's face.

It is not a wastrel's face at all.

"Mr Voss."

"Ms Mehta. Please sit. I did not want to keep you waiting."

I do not sit.

"Ingrid tells me," I say, pleasantly, "that you tend to run forty-three minutes late."

"On average, yes."

"You are thirty-three minutes early."

"I am."

"Is there a reason."

He tilts his head, slightly.

"I thought," he says, "I should start as I mean to go on."

I hold his eyes.

He holds mine.

The little cold bloom at the base of my spine gets wider.

All right, I think. All right, Ms Mehta. This is not going to be the interview you prepared for.

I sit.

He does not waste time.

He does not open with pleasantries. He does not offer me coffee. He does not ask how my flight was. He does not play the game I came ready to deflect, which was the game of a mildly drunk, mildly charming, mildly bored heir pretending he did not know why I had been summoned from Mumbai.

He slides a single sheet of paper across the desk to me.

"Ms Mehta," he says, "I know what you were hired to find."

Excuse me, I do not say.

"Indulge me," he says. "Three points. One. In February 2022, you filed a preliminary forensic report for Arora Media flagging unusual patent-licensing income at an entity called Sorrel Holdings, domiciled in Luxembourg. Two. In November 2023, you began - on your own time, without a client - building a shadow dossier on the ultimate beneficial ownership of that entity. Three. In June of this year, you identified, to a degree of certainty your report described as 'actionable under three jurisdictions', that Sorrel Holdings was the licensing vehicle of a weapons-adjacent patent portfolio historically administered by Voss Holdings, that the licensing revenue had been routed through a Cayman entity to four political campaigns in four separate countries between 2011 and 2023, and that the signatory on the original 2003 patent registration was my late uncle, Henrik Alexander Voss."

He pauses.

He does not look at the paper.

He has not, I realise, looked at the paper at all. He is reciting this.

"You did not," he says, "share that dossier with Arora Media. You did not share it with any regulator. You did not share it with the press. You shared it, to the best of my knowledge, with exactly one person - your best friend, who at the time happened to be Chief Strategy Officer of Arora Media, and who, six months after reading it, married my brother."

My mouth has, at some point in the last ninety seconds, gone very dry.

"Mr Voss - "

"I am not finished, Ms Mehta."

"All right."

"Four. The dossier you built is, in my professional opinion, the single most competent piece of unpublished forensic work anyone has produced on my uncle in twenty years. It is also, in my personal opinion, about sixty percent complete. You have found the wrapper, Ms Mehta. You have not found the product. You know the architecture of the laundering. You do not know what was being laundered for, or who the four campaigns were intended to benefit, or why the beneficiary has not, in thirteen years, been named once in any regulatory filing in any jurisdiction on any continent. And you do not know, Ms Mehta, the name of the man in the room with my uncle in 1997, which is a name I know for a fact is in your dossier with a question mark beside it."

He sits back.

He folds his hands in his lap.

"I know exactly what you were hired to find, Ms Mehta. I want to help you find it."

For a moment - a long moment - there is no sound in the small office except the faint hum of the building's ventilation and, somewhere below us, the muffled bell of a tram crossing Strandvägen.

I do not move.

I do not move the way I have taught myself, for a decade, not to move when a subject does something I have not anticipated. I do not so much as adjust my breathing. I keep my hands flat on the arms of the chair. I keep my face neutral. I keep my eyes on his.

Inside, I am doing a very rapid piece of mental arithmetic, and the arithmetic is this:

Nobody on earth knows the full contents of that dossier except me, Nisha, and the two colleagues I cross-checked sections with. Of those two colleagues, one is dead of a heart attack in May and one is currently on sabbatical in Tamil Nadu. The dossier itself is in three encrypted locations behind two-factor authentications that are tied, in one case, to my own face.

He should not have that list.

He should not, specifically, have point four.

And yet he has it, and he has recited it without notes, and he has done so at 8:29 in the morning in a room he entered before I did, with the tone of a man who has known this information for considerably longer than he has known my name.

I breathe out, slowly.

I lean back in my chair.

I let the little cold bloom at the base of my spine settle into a useful, diagnostic thing.

"Mr Voss," I say, pleasantly, "who are you working for."

His mouth does something.

Not a smile. The ghost of one. The smallest lift at the corner, the kind of lift a man gives when he has been asked, for the first time in a long while, a question that he has been rehearsing his answer to for eleven months.

"The same person you are, Ms Mehta."

He stands.

He picks up his jacket from the back of the chair.

He pauses in the doorway. He does not look back.

"You just don't know it yet."

And he is gone.

The door clicks shut behind him.

The ficus tree, on the filing cabinet, does not move.

I sit in the ergonomic chair in my brand-new, first-day, assigned office on the twenty-seventh floor of Voss Global headquarters at 8:31 on a Tuesday morning, and I stare at the single sheet of paper on the desk in front of me, which - I now see - has nothing on it.

It is blank.

He produced it only for effect.

Oh, I think. Oh, Ms Mehta. Oh, Zara. You are in serious, serious trouble.



✦ ✦ ✦






  THREE

  The Rules



I go after him.

I do not, strictly, decide to go after him. One moment I am sitting in the ergonomic chair of my assigned office staring at a blank sheet of paper on an empty desk, and the next moment I am in the corridor, coat on, bag over my shoulder, walking in the direction his footsteps went, and Ingrid - at her station by the lifts - does not raise her head.

"He went up," she says, to her screen.

"Up."

"Thirty-first floor, Miss Mehta."

"Thank you."

"His office is the second on the left. Would you like me to announce you."

"No."

"Very well, Miss Mehta."

"Ingrid."

"Yes, Miss Mehta."

"Does he normally announce himself."

Ingrid, without looking up, allows herself the smallest exhalation.

"He does not, Miss Mehta, normally do anything."

I take the lift up.

His office is the opposite of his brother's.

I have not, strictly, been in Callum Voss's office, but Nisha has described it to me in enough detail that I would recognise it blindfolded - white, severe, a single long steel desk, one chair, one window, nothing on the walls, a room engineered to intimidate a subordinate into forgetting their prepared remarks inside forty seconds.

Ronan's office is smaller.

It has a rug.

It has, in fact, two rugs - one laid at a slight, uncorrected angle on top of the other. It has a wall of low bookcases, about a third filled with case law and corporate-governance volumes I recognise from my own shelves and two thirds filled with contemporary fiction and a surprising amount of poetry. It has two reading chairs by the window, one of them with a cashmere throw folded untidily over the arm. It has a small vintage record player on the cabinet, with three LPs stacked beside it, and a framed Ellsworth Kelly lithograph on one wall, and a single photograph - black and white, small, in a plain black frame - on the corner of the desk, turned just far enough inward that I cannot make out the faces.

It is, I realise, a room.

It is not a performance of a room.

It is a room a man actually lives in.

Ronan Voss is standing at the window with his hands in his trouser pockets when I come through the door, and he does not turn around.

"That was quicker than I expected, Ms Mehta."

"Was it."

"I gave you four minutes."

"You overestimated me."

"Did I."

"I came up in two."

He turns, at that. The ghost-of-a-smile from earlier deepens by precisely one degree.

"Sit, please."

"I'll stand."

"Of course you will."

He crosses the rug. He does not go behind the desk. He leans, instead, against the front edge of it - arms folded, ankles crossed, weight tipped back against the wood - and I realise, with a small irritated flicker, that this is a choreography. This is a man who has thought, in advance, about where to place his body
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