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Prologue
The name Seraphina Vance is carved into a slab of black granite in the center of the lobby. I carry a silver tray of champagne past it. My thumb brushes the edge of the metal. The silver is cold. The granite is colder. People stand around the memorial in expensive silk and wool. They hold crystal glasses. They talk about the girl who died fifteen years ago. They do not look at the waitress.

I am twenty-eight years old. The woman they remember was thirteen. She had long hair and a soft face. I have short hair and eyes that do not blink. I have scars on my back that look like melted wax. They start at my shoulder blades and end at my waist. They are the result of the Stellar North explosion. They are the reason I do not like the heat.

I walk through the ballroom. The music is loud. It comes from a group of string players in the corner. The sound of the violins fills the space between the high ceilings and the marble floor. I see my aunt, Elena Vance. she is fifty-two years old now. She wears a red dress and diamonds. She stands near the bar. She laughs at something a man says. She looks happy. She looks like a woman who does not owe anyone any money.

I remember the night on the yacht. I remember the sound of the engine. Then I remember the sound of the blast. The boat broke in half. The fire was orange and yellow against the black water. My mother held my hand. We were in the Atlantic. The water was salt. It went into my nose and my throat. My mother stayed with me for one hour. Then her arms went limp. She went under the surface. She did not come back up.

I drifted for forty-eight hours. I sat on a piece of the deck. The sun burned my skin. The water moved me away from the wreckage. I watched the horizon. I did not cry. I waited. When a fishing boat found me, I told them my name was Sara Miller. I never told them the truth. I moved to Ohio. I worked in a car parts factory. I lived in a room with one window. I saved every dollar.

Julian Thorne stands on the stage at the front of the room. He is thirty-one. He was my childhood betrothed. Our parents had a plan for us. Now he has a plan for himself. He is the CEO of Vance Global. He wears a black tuxedo. His jaw is sharp. His hair is dark and short. He looks at the crowd. He does not see people. He sees assets. He sees power.

He speaks into the microphone. His voice is deep. It carries across the ballroom. He talks about the Vance legacy. He talks about the future of the company. He mentions the Vance Blood Pact. This is a legal clause. It says a Vance must sit in the CEO chair. Since I am dead, Julian holds the seat through a temporary legal bridge. If a Vance does not return, the assets will dissolve into a public trust next year. Julian does not want that to happen.

I watch him. I feel a vibration in my chest. It is not fear. It is rage. It is a physical weight. I want to take back the things he stole. I want to see Elena lose everything. I want the truth about the explosion to come out. I have the black box from the yacht. I found it in the debris that washed up on a small island three years after the blast. I kept it. It is the Siren’s Call. It contains the recording of the bridge. It contains the voices of the people who killed my mother.

Julian finishes his speech. The guests clap their hands. The sound is like rain on a tin roof. I turn away from the stage. I move toward the service doors. I put my tray on a table in the hallway. I take off the white apron. I have a black dress underneath. It is simple. It cost me two weeks of wages. It fits my body well.

I walk to the elevators. I press the button for the penthouse. The doors open. The interior is lined with wood. I do not look in the mirror. I know what I look like. I look like a ghost. I look like a woman who has come back from the bottom of the ocean.

I reach the top floor. The hallway is empty. The carpet is thick. It muffles the sound of my shoes. I walk to the heavy double doors at the end of the hall. This is Julian’s private office. I know the code. I paid a former security guard for it. I press the numbers into the keypad. The light turns green. The lock clicks.

I enter the room. It is dark. The only light comes from the city windows. The skyscrapers of New York glow in the distance. The room smells of sandalwood and ink. I see a large mahogany desk. I see a leather chair. I go to the chair. I sit down. I place a small digital recorder on the desk. It is the one piece of evidence that proves the explosion was an execution.

I wait in the silence. I hear the clock on the wall. It ticks every second. I do not move. I do not tap my fingers. I have learned how to be still. I have learned how to wait for the right moment to strike. This is not a fairy tale. I am not a princess. I am a survivor. I am a Vance.

Twenty minutes pass. I hear the elevator chime. I hear footsteps in the hall. They are heavy and steady. They stop outside the door. The handle turns. The door opens. The light from the hallway spills into the room. Julian Thorne stands in the doorway. He is alone. He reaches for the light switch.

"Don't," I say.

Julian stops. He does not move his hand. He looks into the darkness. He sees me sitting in his chair. He narrows his eyes. He does not recognize me at first. It has been fifteen years. I am a woman now. I am thin and scarred. My face is different.

"Who are you?" he asks. His voice is cold. He step into the room and closes the door. He does not look afraid. He looks annoyed. "Security is on their way. You have ten seconds to leave."

I lean forward. The light from the window hits my face. I look at him. I do not blink. I see the moment he realizes who I am. I see the blood drain from his face. I see his hands tighten into fists at his sides. He breathes in a sharp breath. He says nothing for a long time.

"Seraphina?" he whispers. The name sounds strange in the room. It sounds like something that should be underwater. He walks toward the desk. He stops three feet away. He looks at me like I am a puzzle he cannot solve. He looks at the scars on my neck.

"I am not here for a reunion," I say. I stand up. I am shorter than him, but I do not look up. I look at his throat. "I am here for my company. I am here for my life. The Reconstitution starts tonight. You will do exactly what I say, or I will play this recording for the police. We are going to get married, Julian. And then I am going to destroy you."

Julian stares at me. His chest moves up and down. He smells of the gala and the night air. He reaches out a hand as if to touch my shoulder. I step back. I do not let him touch me. I do not let anyone touch me. Every interaction is a transaction. This is the price of his survival.

"You're alive," he says. He sounds like he is talking to himself. He looks at the digital recorder on the desk. He looks back at me. A slow smile grows on his face. It is not a kind smile. it is a look of possession. "I thought I lost the only thing that mattered. But you are here. And you are even more broken than I hoped."

I feel the heat of my scars. I feel the weight of the Atlantic in my lungs. I do not smile back. I pick up the recorder and put it in my bag. I walk past him toward the door. I stop when I am next to him. I can feel the heat from his body.

"I am not broken, Julian," I say. "I am finished. There is a difference."

1. The Waitress at the Wake
The silver tray weighed exactly four pounds. I had spent three weeks in a basement in Cincinnati practicing with a stack of ceramic plates to make sure my arm would not shake. The crystal flutes on the tray clinked as I moved, a sound that disappeared into the noise of the string quartet playing in the ballroom.

The Vance Centennial Gala was crowded. Men in black tuxedos and women in silk gowns moved across the marble floor. I kept my head down. My hair was dyed a dull brown and tucked under a server’s cap. I wore thick-rimmed glasses that blurred my peripheral vision. I was a shadow in a room full of light.

I walked past a group of board members. They were talking about profit margins and the upcoming merger. None of them looked at me. To them, I was just a delivery system for alcohol.

Elena Vance stood near the center of the room. She wore a dress the color of a bruise. Around her neck was the string of pearls my father had given to my mother on their tenth anniversary. Elena was laughing. She looked younger than fifty-two. Survival and stolen wealth had treated her well.

I felt a heat at the base of my neck. It was not an emotion. It was a physical reaction to the sight of her. The skin on my shoulder blades pulled tight against the scar tissue. I focused on the tray. I focused on the weight in my hand.

I saw Julian Thorne near the stage. He stood with his back to the wall, watching the crowd. He did not have a drink. His hands were folded in front of him. His suit was dark and fit his frame without a single wrinkle. He looked like he owned the air in the room.

His gaze moved across the floor. I lowered my chin and turned toward the buffet line. I did not want him to see my eyes. Julian had always been able to read me when we were children. He had been the only one who knew when I was lying.

I set the empty tray on a side table and slipped through the velvet curtains leading to the service hallway. The air here was cooler. The smell of expensive perfume was replaced by the scent of floor wax and industrial cleaner.

I walked toward the west wing. This part of the house was closed to guests. I knew the security codes for the service elevator. I had watched the guards through a pair of binoculars for six nights from a rented car across the street.

I pressed the numbers into the keypad. The elevator opened. I rode it to the third floor.

This was the executive suite. The carpet was thick and muffled my footsteps. I reached the door to the CEO’s office. It was the same oak door my father had closed every night at seven o'clock.

I used a small electronic bypass tool on the lock. It took six seconds. The light turned green. I stepped inside and closed the door behind me.

I did not turn on the lights. The moon provided enough visibility through the floor-to-ceiling windows. I walked to the desk. It was made of heavy mahogany. I sat in the chair. It was leather and smelled of sandalwood. Julian’s scent.

I pulled a thick manila envelope from inside my jacket. It contained the maintenance logs from the 'Stellar North' and the bank records showing the payments made to the mechanic in 2009. It was the evidence that proved the explosion was not an accident.

I heard the door handle turn. I did not move. I stayed in the chair, deep in the shadows.

Julian Thorne walked into the room. He did not look for an intruder. He walked to the window and stared out at the harbor. He pulled his tie loose and unfastened the top button of his shirt. He looked tired.

He turned toward the desk to reach for a crystal decanter of scotch. His hand stopped a few inches from the glass. He saw me.

He did not jump. He did not call for security. He stood perfectly still.

"The party is downstairs," Julian said. His voice was deep and had no tremor in it.

I leaned forward into the small patch of moonlight. I took off the glasses and set them on the desk.

"The party is over, Julian," I said.

Julian’s face stayed flat. He did not blink. He looked at my eyes, then at the shape of my mouth. He took a single step closer to the desk.

"Seraphina?"

He said my name like it was a question he had been asking for a long time.

"I want my chair back," I said. I patted the armrest of the leather seat.

Julian reached out. His fingers hovered near my face but did not touch me. He looked at the scars visible where my collar had shifted. The skin there was jagged and white.

"We saw the boat go down," he said. "We watched the fire for ten hours."

"The water was cold," I said. "It kept me from burning to death. My mother wasn't so lucky."

I pushed the envelope across the desk. It hit his hand. He looked down at it but did not pick it up.

"You should have stayed dead," Julian said. His voice was a whisper now. "It was safer for you in Ohio."

I stood up. I was much shorter than him, but I did not back away.

"You knew I was there," I said.

Julian did not answer. He grabbed the edge of the desk. His knuckles were white.

"The board is voting on the merger tomorrow," he said. "They think you are a ghost. If you show up now, the stock will drop forty points in an hour."

"Then we have to give them a reason to stay," I said. "The Vance Blood Pact is still in the bylaws. You know the rules. If there is a living heir, the assets cannot be liquidated unless that heir is the one who signs the papers."

Julian looked at me. His eyes were dark and unreadable.

"You want the company," he said.

"I want what belongs to me," I said. "And I want the person who put the bomb on that boat."

Julian took another step. He was in my personal space now. I could feel the heat from his body. He reached out and grabbed my wrist. His grip was firm.

"You think you can just come back and lead?" he asked. "You've been gone fifteen years. You don't know this world anymore."

"I know how to survive," I said. "That's more than anyone else in this house can say."

He pulled me closer. Our chests almost touched. I did not pull away. I looked him directly in the eye.

"I'm not the girl you remember, Julian. I don't need your protection."

"Good," he said. "Because if you stay, I'm going to make sure you regret it."

"Is that a threat?" I asked.

"It's a promise," he said.

He let go of my wrist. He picked up the envelope and tucked it under his arm.

"There is a guest suite in the north wing," he said. "Stay there. Do not talk to anyone. Do not go back downstairs."

"I'm not a prisoner," I said.

"You are until I decide what to tell the board," Julian said.

He walked to the door and opened it. He looked back at me one last time.

"Welcome home, Seraphina."

He closed the door and locked it from the outside. I heard the electronic beep of the security system.

I walked to the window. Below, the party was still going. Music drifted up through the glass. I watched Julian walk across the lawn toward the guest house. He was holding my evidence like it was a weapon.

I sat back down in my father's chair. My hands were finally shaking.
2. A Ghost in the Penthouse
I gripped the velvet arms of the chair until the fabric felt like it might tear. The shaking started in my wrists and moved to my shoulders. It was the adrenaline of the confrontation leaving my system, replaced by the reality of the lock. Julian had not changed. He still handled people like assets to be managed or liabilities to be liquidated. I forced my fingers to go flat against the wood. The chair was familiar. It was the mahogany wingback from my father’s private study at the old downtown headquarters. Julian had moved it here. He had kept pieces of a dead man’s life and placed them in a guest suite that doubled as a high-security cell.

I stood up and walked to the door. I did not try the handle. I knew the sound of a magnetic seal. I looked at the security panel beside the frame. It was a biometric scanner paired with a keypad. Julian’s private security used a rotating encryption. Even if I knew the code he used five minutes ago, it would be useless now. I turned my back to the door and surveyed the room. The north wing was the highest point of the estate. The windows were reinforced glass. They did not open.

I went to the desk. It was also from the old office. I pulled the top drawer. It was locked. I checked the second and third. Both locked. I knelt on the floor and ran my
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