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1. The Auditor of Secrets
The guard at the perimeter gate held my passport for three minutes. He looked at the photo, then at my face, and then back at the screen in his kiosk. I did not move. I did not fidget with the strap of my laptop bag. I stood on the black asphalt and waited while the sun hit the back of my neck. Behind him, the Vane Tower rose sixty stories into the air. It was a block of steel and glass that reflected the city of Chicago back at itself. It was the place I had fled seven years ago, and now it was the place I was being paid to dismantle.

"Lara Moretti?" the guard asked. His voice was thick. He didn't recognize me. Seven years, a different hair color, and a pair of professional glasses had done their work. My face was thinner now. The softness I carried at twenty-two had been replaced by the sharp lines of a woman who spent fourteen hours a day looking at forensic ledgers.

"Yes," I said. I kept my voice level. I didn't let it go high or low. "I am the lead auditor from the Rossi group. Mr. Vane is expecting me."

The guard pressed a button. The heavy steel gates slid open with a mechanical hum. "Security will meet you at the main entrance. Leave your phone in the bin for scanning."

I walked forward. Every step on the concrete felt like a calculated risk. In a hotel room three miles away, Leo was sitting with a nanny. He was probably lining up his toy cars in a perfect row. He wouldn't speak to her. He hadn't spoken to anyone but me in months. I had told him I was going to work to buy him the big telescope he wanted, but the truth was I was here to find out if his father had murdered my father. If Dante Vane had pulled the trigger that night in the warehouse, I would find the financial trail that proved it. The Council of Crows ran on money, and money always left a footprint.

A man in a gray suit stood at the glass doors. He didn't smile when I approached. He was younger than the guards I remembered, with a military haircut and a radio earpiece. He held a handheld scanner and gestured for me to stop.

"Spread your arms, Ms. Moretti," he said.

I obeyed. The scanner beeped as it passed over my ribs and down my legs. I felt the vibration of the city behind me, the roar of traffic that felt so distant from the silence of the Vane estate. This building was the nerve center of an empire. Somewhere in the upper floors, Dante was sitting behind a desk. He was thirty-two now. He would be the King of the underworld, the man the Council used to enforce their Blood Covenant. I wondered if he still had the scar on his hand from the night we tried to climb the stone wall behind his father’s garden.

"You're clear," the guard said. He handed me a plastic badge with the word AUDITOR printed in red. "Floor fifty-four. Do not exit the elevator at any other level. Your clearance is restricted to the financial wing and the cafeteria on forty."

"I understand," I said.

The lobby was marble and silence. I walked to the elevators, my heels clicking against the stone. I saw my reflection in the polished brass of the doors. I looked like a stranger. I looked like a woman who cared about tax law and offshore accounts. I didn't look like Elena Thorne, the girl who had disappeared into the night with a bleeding heart and a child in her womb.

The elevator ride was fast. My ears popped as the numbers climbed. When the doors opened, the air was colder. This was the Shadow Audit department. A row of glass-walled offices lined the floor. People in white shirts moved between desks, carrying stacks of paper. No one looked up. In the Vane empire, curiosity was a trait that got people killed.

A woman with gray hair met me at the reception desk. "Ms. Moretti. I am Maria. I will show you to your station. You will have access to the digital archives for the 2017 to 2024 fiscal years. Any request for older files must be approved by the Council directly."

"I have the list of initial requirements," I said, reaching into my bag. I pulled out a folder. "I need the payroll records for the private security details and the logistics logs for the shipping docks in Newark."

Maria took the folder. She didn't look at the contents. "Mr. Vane will be with you shortly to sign the non-disclosure agreements. Please wait in office 4B."

She led me down a narrow hallway. Office 4B was a small room with a desk, two chairs, and a window that looked out over the lake. I sat down and opened my laptop. My fingers were steady. I had trained for this. I had spent years learning how to hide my identity and how to read the secret language of criminal banking. I had become the person the Rossi syndicate called when they wanted to know exactly how much their rivals were worth.

I started my software. The screen filled with lines of code. I tapped into the local server, looking for the specific account codes my father had mentioned before he died. He had been a member of the Council. He had known about the Gold of the Martyrs and the bloodlines. He had died because he knew too much, and I was going to finish what he started.

A shadow fell across the doorway.

I didn't look up immediately. I finished typing a command and hit enter. Only then did I turn my head.

Dante Vane stood in the entrance.

He was taller than I remembered. His shoulders were broader, filling the space of the doorway. He wore a black suit that looked like it cost more than the car I had sold to get to Chicago. His hair was cut short, and his face was a mask of indifference. He didn't look like a man who had ever loved anyone. He looked like a statue carved from granite.

He stepped into the room and closed the door behind him. The sound of the latch clicking into place was loud in the small office. He didn't speak. He walked to the desk and placed a leather-bound folder on the surface. He looked down at me, and for a second, I stopped breathing.

His eyes were the same. They were a dark, flat green. He looked at my face, his gaze moving from my forehead to my chin. He didn't show a sign of recognition. There was no flash of heat, no narrowing of his eyes. I was just a contractor to him. I was a tool sent by a rival to check his books.

"Ms. Moretti," he said. His voice was deeper than it used to be. It was a low rasp that seemed to vibrate in the floorboards. "I am Dante Vane."

"Mr. Vane," I replied. I stood up and offered my hand. It was a test. If he touched me, would he know? Would the heat of my skin betray the years I had spent thinking about his touch?

He didn't take my hand. He kept his arms at his sides. "The Rossi group speaks highly of your efficiency. They say you can find a single cent missing from a billion-dollar fund."

"I am thorough," I said. I sat back down. "I assume you have no objections to me looking at the internal security costs. There have been rumors of discrepancies in the Council's payouts."

Dante leaned forward, placing his hands on the edge of my desk. He moved close enough that I could see the faint lines around his eyes. He didn't smell like the expensive cologne I expected. He smelled like cedar and soap.

"Rumors are for people who don't have the courage to ask questions," Dante said. "You have three weeks to finish this audit. You will stay in the provided corporate housing. You will not leave the city. If you find something, you bring it to me first. Not the Council. Me."

"My contract is with the auditors, Mr. Vane. Not with you."

He reached out and gripped the edge of my laptop screen, tilting it down so I had to look at him. "In this building, your contract is with me. If you try to send data outside these walls without my clearance, you will not like the result."

I met his stare. I didn't blink. "Are you threatening your auditor?"

"I am informing you of the house rules," he said. He let go of the screen. "My assistant will bring you the Newark logs. Do not make me regret allowing you into my house."

He turned and walked toward the door. As he reached for the handle, he paused. He didn't turn around, but his head tilted slightly to the side.

"You have a birthmark on the back of your right shoulder," he said.

My heart stopped. I sat perfectly still. I hadn't shown him my shoulder. I was wearing a high-collared blazer.

"It looks like a grain of sand," he continued, his voice dropping to a whisper. "I remember it from a dream I had once. Or maybe it was a past life."

He opened the door and walked out without waiting for a response. I sat in the silence of the office, my hands shaking as I reached for my keyboard. He knew. Or he suspected. And I was now trapped fifty-four floors above the ground in the heart of his kingdom.
2. Eyes of the Ghost
The door clicked shut. The sound echoed in the empty office.

I didn’t move. I didn't even breathe. I stared at the wood grain of the door for a full minute, waiting for the handle to turn again. It didn’t.

I reached up and touched the back of my neck. My blazer was high. The collar was stiff. There was no way he could have seen the birthmark on my shoulder today. Not unless he had cameras in my dressing area at the corporate apartment, or unless he was guessing based on a memory he shouldn't have kept.

He remembered. After seven years, he remembered the exact placement of a mark no larger than a speck of dust.

I walked to the window. Floor fifty-four offered a view of the Chicago skyline, but all I saw was my own reflection in the glass. I looked different now. My hair was a lighter shade of chestnut. My face was thinner. The glasses I wore were a prescription I didn’t need, designed to change the shape of my eyes.

I looked like Lara Moretti. I had to be Lara Moretti.

I sat back down at the desk. My hands were steady, but my skin felt hot. I opened my laptop and pulled up the encrypted partition I used for my own notes. I couldn't afford to be shaken. Dante Vane was a man who looked for cracks in a person’s foundation. If I showed him even a hairline fracture, he would tear the whole thing down.

A sharp knock at the door made me jump.

"Enter," I said.

A man walked in. He was shorter than Dante, with a square build and a face that looked like it had been carved from a block of granite. He carried a stack of heavy black binders.

"The Newark logs," he said. He placed them on my desk with a heavy thud. "Mr. Vane said you were to begin immediately. I am Elias. I handle security for this floor. If you need to leave your desk, you notify me first."

"I’m an auditor, Elias, not a prisoner," I said.

"On this floor, there is no difference," Elias replied. He didn't smile. He didn't blink. He just turned and walked out, taking his position just outside my door.

I opened the first binder. These were the physical manifests for the Newark shipping docks from seven years ago. The paper was yellowed at the edges. I turned the pages, my eyes scanning the columns of numbers and names.

I wasn't just looking for money. I was looking for a ghost.

My father, Marcus Thorne, was a senior advisor to the Council of Crows. He had been the one who managed the shipping routes. When he was found dead in a Newark warehouse, the official report said it was a robbery gone wrong. But the Council had moved too fast to bury the files.

I found the entry for August 14th. The day before my father died.

There was a shipment listed as 'Industrial Hardware.' Weight: four hundred pounds. Destination: The Black Spire. The sender’s name was redacted, but the authorization code was one I recognized. It was a Vane family code.

Dante’s father had been the King back then, but Dante had been the one running the enforcement teams.

I pulled out my phone and checked the secure baby monitor app. It was hidden behind a calculator icon. The screen flickered to life.

Leo was sitting at a small table in our safe house on the outskirts of the city. He was lining up his toy cars in a perfect, straight line. He didn't look at the camera. He didn't look at the nanny. He was in his own world, a world where silence was a shield.

I watched him for a second. His profile was a mirror image of the man who had just left my office. The same straight nose. The same stubborn set of the jaw.

If Dante found him, the Council would use Leo as a key. They believed his blood could unlock the Gold of the Martyrs. They didn't see a six-year-old boy. They saw a biological asset.

I closed the app when I heard footsteps in the hallway.

I turned my attention to the security payroll. This was where the real secrets lived. Every hitman, every bribe, every executioner was paid through a shell company.

I searched for the dates surrounding my father's death.

There was a payout of fifty thousand dollars to an entity called 'S.T. Consulting.'

My breath caught. S.T. Silas Thorne. My uncle.

The man who had raised me after my father died. The man who had told me Dante Vane pulled the trigger.

Why would the Vane empire pay Silas Thorne fifty thousand dollars the night my father was murdered?

I felt a presence behind me. I didn't turn around. I didn't close the binder.

"You're looking at the wrong year," Dante’s voice said.

He was standing right behind my chair. I could feel the heat radiating from him. He didn't smell like a killer. He smelled like cedarwood.

"I start from the beginning, Mr. Vane," I said, keepng my voice flat. "Patterns emerge from the past."

He leaned over me, reaching past my shoulder to point at a line on the page. His arm brushed against mine. The contact was brief, but it felt like a physical jolt.

"That company doesn't exist anymore," Dante said. His face was inches from mine. "And neither do the people who ran it."

"The money moved somewhere," I said. I turned my head to look at him.

His green eyes were narrowed. He wasn't looking at the ledger. He was looking at my mouth.

"You have a habit of digging in places that are better left buried, Lara," he said. He used my alias, but the way he said it sounded like a question.

"I’m paid to dig," I replied.

"By the Rossi group?" He straightened up and walked to the front of my desk. He sat on the edge of it, his long legs stretching out. "Or do you have another employer? One with a more personal interest in my family's history?"

"I don't know what you're implying."

"I think you do," Dante said. He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small, silver object. He set it on the desk.

It was a toy car. A small, red sedan.

My stomach dropped. It was identical to the ones Leo was playing with on the monitor.

"I found this in the hallway of the corporate apartment building this morning," Dante said. "A child must have dropped it. But the building is for adults only. No children allowed."

I forced myself to look at the car without emotion. "Perhaps a guest was visiting. People have lives outside of work, Mr. Vane."

"Not the people who work for me," he said. He picked up the car and rolled it across the surface of the mahogany desk. "In my world, a child is a vulnerability. A point of leverage. I make it my business to know if there is leverage inside my walls."

"Is that why you're here? To talk about toy cars?"

"I'm here because the Council is meeting tonight," Dante said. His tone shifted. The playfulness was gone, replaced by the hard edge of a king. "They want a status report on the audit. They think you're finding things you shouldn't."

"I’ve been here for four hours."

"They are impatient men," Dante said. "And they are afraid of what you might see in those Newark logs. My father was sloppy at the end. He left a trail. I spent years cleaning it up."

"Is that what you call it? Cleaning up?" I asked. "My records show six people disappeared from the Newark docks in the same month these logs were filed."

"Seven," Dante corrected. "You missed one."

He stood up and walked toward the door.

"Be careful, Lara," he said, his hand on the handle. "The Council doesn't just watch the books. They watch the people reading them. If you keep looking at S.T. Consulting, they won't send an assistant to check on you. They'll send a cleaner."

"Are you warning me or threatening me?"

"I'm telling you the house rules again," he said. "Stay away from the year seven years ago. Stick to the current fiscal year. If you don't, I won't be able to protect you."

"I didn't ask for your protection."

"You're going to need it," he said.

He opened the door and stepped out.

I waited until the door clicked shut before I grabbed the toy car. I turned it over in my hand. On the bottom, written in tiny, permanent marker, was a single letter: L.

It was Leo’s. He must have dropped it when we arrived at the apartment.

Dante hadn't found it in the hallway. He
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