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Prologue
The fire started in the kitchen. It was not an accident. I smelled the gasoline before I heard the first pop of the stove. I did not scream. I did not have time to scream. I grabbed my laptop and the external hard drive from my desk. I shoved them into my leather bag. The smoke was already dark and thick. It filled the hallway. I stayed low to the floor. The carpet was warm under my hands. I reached the front door and touched the handle. It was hot. I pulled my hand back.

I ran to the bedroom window. The glass was cool against my forehead for one second. Then I pushed the frame up. The air from the street was cold. It was February in the city. I climbed out onto the metal fire escape. My boots made a loud noise on the iron. I looked up. There was no one on the roof. I looked down. The alley was dark. I started to climb down. My hands were shaking. I forced them to hold the rail. I counted the steps. Twenty. Thirty. Forty.

I reached the bottom and jumped the last three feet. My feet hit the wet pavement. I looked back at my window. Orange light was dancing behind the glass. Everything I owned was in that room. My books. My clothes. My old tax records. It was all burning. I turned and ran toward the street. I needed to find a taxi. I needed to get to the police station. I needed to tell someone about the ledger. I had the files. I had the proof that Iron Sentry was selling weapons to people they shouldn't.

A black SUV turned into the alley. It didn't have its lights on. It stopped ten feet in front of me. The tires made a splashing sound in a puddle. I stopped. I looked for a way to run. The walls of the buildings were too high. There were no other exits. The door of the SUV opened. A man stepped out. He was tall. He wore a dark suit and a long coat. He didn't look like a mercenary. He looked like a man who owned the building. He had a scar that ran along his jawline. His hair was dark and cut short.

"Elara Vance," he said. He didn't shout. His voice was low. It was very clear. I stepped back. My back hit a brick wall. The bricks were rough. "Who are you?" I asked. I held my bag tight against my chest. "You know who I am," he said. He walked toward me. He didn't rush. He moved with a steady pace. "I am Silas Vane. You have been looking at my private accounts for three weeks."

I felt a sudden coldness in my chest. This was the man. This was the boss of the company I was trying to expose. He was not supposed to be here. He was supposed to be in London. "You killed David," I said. My voice was thin. David was my colleague. He was the one who found the first discrepancy. He was found in his car two days ago. The police said it was an accident. "I did not kill David," Silas said. He stopped three feet away from me. He was much larger than he looked in the news photos. "But the people who did are on their way here. They are the ones who set your apartment on fire."

I looked at the fire above us. The smoke was coming out of the window now. "Why should I believe you?" I asked. "You don't have a choice," he said. He held out his hand. He wanted the bag. "The police found your DNA at David's house tonight. They have a warrant for your arrest. If you stay here, you go to a cell. If you come with me, you stay alive."

I looked at his hand. His fingers were long. His skin was pale. I looked at his eyes. They were grey. They did not show any kindness. They did not show any anger. They were just focused. "You framed me," I said. "I secured you," he said. "There is a difference. Get in the car, Elara. We are leaving."

I heard sirens in the distance. They were coming from the north. I looked at the fire. I looked at the man with the scarred jaw. I knew what happened to people who went to prison for murder. I had spent six months in a cell once before because of a mistake. I was not going back. I walked to the SUV. I got into the back seat. The leather was soft. The air inside smelled like nothing. It was clean. Silas got in next to me. He closed the door. The sound was a heavy, solid thud. It felt final.

The driver moved the car forward. We drove out of the alley and onto the main road. I watched the fire in the side mirror. It was getting smaller. "Where are we going?" I asked. I did not look at him. "To a place where you can work," he said. "You found a hole in my ledger. You are going to show me exactly where it starts."

"And then what?" I asked. "Then we will see if you are worth the trouble I am taking to keep you," he said. I looked at my hands. They were covered in black soot. I was a forensic accountant. I dealt with facts. I dealt with logic. The fact was that I was a fugitive. The logic was that Silas Vane was my only chance to prove my innocence. But I did not trust him. He was a man who lived by a code of silence. He was a man who ran a private army. I was just a woman with a hard drive full of secrets.

We drove through the city. The lights passed by in long lines. We were heading toward the airport. A private jet would be waiting. I knew how these men worked. They didn't use public gates. They didn't wait in lines. They moved through the world as if the rules didn't exist for them. Silas didn't speak for the rest of the drive. He took out a phone and started reading something on the screen. He ignored me. He acted as if I were a piece of luggage he had picked up from the sidewalk.

I leaned my head against the window. The glass was vibrating from the engine. I was tired. I was scared. But I was also angry. Silas Vane thought he had captured a witness. He thought he had found a tool. He didn't know that I had already copied the files to a cloud server he couldn't reach. I had my own protocols. We were going to a fortress in the Highlands. He called it the Aegis. He thought it was a place of safety. To me, it was just a larger cage. I would find the truth. I would find out who killed David. And then I would find a way to make Silas Vane regret he ever put me in his car.

1. The Ledger of Dead Men
The spreadsheet on my monitor showed a deficit of nine hundred million dollars. I didn’t blink. I didn’t move. I just watched the cursor pulse against the white background of the cell. My fingers were stained with black ink from the printer I’d been stripping for parts an hour ago. The ink sat in the creases of my knuckles, dark and permanent.

Project Kinetic Ghost. That was the label on the hidden sub-ledger. It wasn’t a legitimate Iron Sentry operation. It wasn’t in the company charter. It was a ghost. A weapon that didn’t exist on any manifest, sold to buyers who didn’t have names. I hit the enter key and the data recalculated. The money had been funneled through twelve offshore accounts, all of them leading back to a single private trust.

“Elara.”

I didn’t jump. I forced my hands to stay flat on the desk. Marcus stood at the entrance to my cubicle. He was holding two cups of lukewarm tea. He was my only friend at Iron Sentry, a man who liked crossword puzzles and talked too much about his cat. Today, his face was the color of unbaked dough.

“You should go home,” Marcus said. His voice was thin. He didn’t look at my screen. He looked at the security camera in the corner of the room. Its red light was a steady, unmoving eye.

“I’m not finished with the audit, Marcus,” I said. I reached for the flash drive I’d plugged into the side of the tower. My movements were slow. I kept my breathing even. “The numbers are off. By a lot.”

“Go home,” he repeated. He set the tea down. His hand shook so much that the liquid spilled over the rim. “They know you found it. They’ve known for twenty minutes.”

I pulled the drive out and closed my laptop. I didn’t ask who 'they' were. I knew. Iron Sentry didn’t employ security guards; they employed a private army. I stood up and tucked the drive into the hidden pocket of my jacket. I walked past Marcus without looking at him. I couldn’t afford to see the fear in his eyes. It was a contagion, and I needed to be cold.

I reached the breakroom five minutes later. I needed the back exit that led to the service elevator. I pushed the door open and stopped.

Marcus was there. He hadn’t followed me. He’d taken the shortcut through the server room. He was slumped against the vending machine. A single red hole sat in the center of his forehead. There was no blood on the floor yet. The tea he’d been holding was still sitting on my desk, and he was already gone.

I didn’t scream. I backed out of the room and turned into the hallway. Two men in tactical gear were moving toward me from the main lobby. They weren’t carrying police badges. They were carrying suppressed submachine guns. I turned and ran for the fire stairs.

I hit the street running. London was loud and indifferent. The rain wasn’t falling, but the air felt heavy. I didn't go to the police. The police were on the Iron Sentry payroll. I took three different subway lines, doubling back at every transfer. I watched the faces of the people around me. Everyone was a threat. Everyone was a predator.

By the time I reached my apartment in Southwark, my lungs burned. I took the stairs two at a time. I needed my passport and the cash I kept under the floorboards. I shoved my key into the lock, but the door was already unlatched.

I stopped. The air coming from inside my home smelled of gasoline.

I didn’t enter. I turned and sprinted back toward the stairwell. I was halfway down the first flight when the world behind me turned orange. The pressure wave hit me in the back and threw me against the concrete wall. My ears rang with a high, sharp whistle. I looked back and saw flames pouring out of my front door. Everything I owned was becoming ash. My books, my files, the life I’d spent six years rebuilding after the prison in Dubai—it was all gone.

I scrambled to my feet. I didn't look back again. I ran until I reached the alleyway three blocks away. It was a dead end, filled with overflowing trash bins and the smell of rot. I pressed my back against the brick wall and tried to breathe. My jacket was torn. My hands were shaking.

A black sedan pulled into the mouth of the alley. Its headlights cut through the gloom, blinding me. I looked for an escape route, but the walls were too high. The car stopped ten feet away.

The back door opened. A man stepped out.

He was tall. He wore a dark gray suit that fit his broad shoulders perfectly. His hair was black and cut short. A thick, white scar ran along his jawline, disappearing into the collar of his shirt. He didn't look like a mercenary. He looked like a king who had decided to walk through the mud.

Silas Vane. The CEO of Iron Sentry. The man whose name was at the top of every document I’d just stolen.

He walked toward me. He didn't have a weapon in his hand. He didn't need one. He stopped three feet away and looked down at me. His eyes were a flat, hard gray. He didn't look angry. He looked like he was solving a difficult math problem.

“The drive, Elara,” he said. His voice was deep and lacked any trace of empathy. “Give it to me.”

“You killed Marcus,” I said. My voice was a jagged mess. I reached into my pocket and gripped the plastic casing of the drive. “You blew up my home.”

“I didn't kill Marcus,” Silas said. He took a step closer. He smelled of expensive tobacco and something sterile. “If I wanted you dead, the fire would have started while you were sleeping. You are alive because I have a use for you.”

“I’m not going with you.”

Silas reached out. He didn't grab me. He placed his hand on the wall next to my head, boxing me in. I could see the fine lines around his eyes. He looked tired. He looked like a man who hadn't slept in a week.

“The men who burned your apartment are five minutes behind me,” Silas said. He checked his watch. It was a heavy silver piece. He adjusted his cuff links with a precise, twitchy movement. “They don't want the drive. They want the person who read it. If you stay here, you die. If you come with me, you live. Those are the only two options on the table.”

I looked at the mouth of the alley. I could hear the sound of tires screeching on the wet pavement a block away. I looked back at Silas. He wasn't offering me a choice. He was offering me a cage.

“Why?” I whispered.

“Because you found the names,” Silas said. He leaned in closer. His voice dropped to a whisper that felt like a threat. “And I need to know how much you know about the dead men.”

He grabbed my arm. His grip wasn't painful, but it was absolute. He pulled me toward the car. I didn't fight him. I couldn't. I had no leverage, no money, and no allies. I was a forensic accountant with a stolen drive and a target on my back.

He shoved me into the leather interior of the sedan. The door clicked shut, locking automatically. Silas climbed in next to me. He didn't look at me. He looked at the driver.

“Get us to the airfield,” Silas said. “If anyone follows, neutralize them.”

As the car pulled away, I looked out the back window. My apartment building was a pillar of fire against the dark sky. I reached into my pocket and touched the ink stains on my fingers. They were still there.

“Where are you taking me?” I asked.

Silas turned his head. The light from the streetlamps flickered across his face, highlighting the scar on his jaw.

“To the only place where you can’t be touched,” he said. “And the only place you can’t leave.”
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