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1. The Purchase of a Ghost
I held the charcoal pencil until the wood snapped. Black dust coated my palm and settled into the lines of my skin. Across the desk, a man in a gray suit waited. He did not look at the sketches pinned to my walls or the half-restored landscape on the easel. He only looked at me.

He pushed a single sheet of paper across the scarred wood of my workbench. The letterhead was embossed with a silver eagle. Thorne Aegis. I did not need to read the fine print to know what it was. I had spent three years running from the numbers on that page.

"The Vance estate liabilities have been consolidated," the man said. His voice was level. "Thorne Aegis is now the sole lienholder for your father’s outstanding debts."

I looked at the bottom line. Forty-two million dollars. It was a number that didn't feel real. It was just a sequence of digits meant to ensure I never breathed clean air again. My father had died for those numbers. He had taken a leap from the fourteenth floor because he couldn't pay them.

"I don't have it," I said. I wiped my hands on my apron, leaving a dark streak across the canvas. "You know I don't have it. My accounts were frozen years ago."

"Mr. Thorne is aware of your financial status, Ms. Vance," the lawyer replied. He stood up and adjusted his cuffs. "He isn't interested in the cash. He’s interested in your skills. You have one hour to pack a bag. There is a car downstairs."

I didn't ask where we were going. In this city, you didn't ask questions when Thorne Aegis came to collect. They owned the cameras on every street corner. They owned the data in everyone’s pockets. If Julian Thorne wanted me, there was nowhere to hide that his satellites couldn't see.

I grabbed a small duffel bag and threw in my best brushes, a few changes of clothes, and the heavy iron key to my father’s old studio. I didn't take any photos. There was no one left to remember.

The car was a black sedan with windows so dark they turned the afternoon into twilight. We drove for forty minutes, moving upward, away from the cramped alleys of the art district and toward the heights of the city. The Obsidian Spire rose ahead of us, a jagged column of black glass that seemed to swallow the light around it.

We passed through three separate security gates. Armed guards checked the underside of the car with mirrors. They scanned my retinas at the final checkpoint. My data appeared on a screen: Elara Vance. Age 27. Occupation: Art Restorer (Unlicensed). Risk Level: Low.

The elevator moved so fast my ears popped. When the doors opened, I stepped out into a room that was almost entirely empty. The walls were white. The floor was polished concrete. In the center of the room stood a man.

Julian Thorne was taller than he appeared on the news. He stood at least six-foot-three, his frame broad and motionless. He wore a dark silk suit that looked like it had been molded to his body. He didn't turn around immediately. He was looking out the floor-to-ceiling window at the city below. From this height, the people looked like dots.

"You’re late, Elara," he said. He didn't use a title. He spoke my name as if he had said it a thousand times before.

He turned around. His face was all sharp angles and pale skin. His eyes were a very light, piercing gray. They stayed fixed on my face, cataloging my expression, my posture, and the charcoal stain I hadn't managed to wash off my cheek.

"I was given an hour," I said. My voice sounded thin in the vast space. "I used fifty minutes."

"I watched you spend twelve minutes deciding which brushes to bring," Julian said. He took a step toward me. His movements were controlled and heavy. "You chose the ones your father gave you for your twentieth birthday. A sentimental choice for someone in your position."

I felt a cold sensation in the center of my chest. "How do you know that?"

He didn't answer. He walked past me toward a large easel at the far end of the room. A canvas rested on it, covered by a heavy velvet cloth. He reached out and pulled the fabric away.

The canvas was blank. It was a high-quality linen, primed and stretched, but there wasn't a single drop of paint on it.

"You want me to restore... nothing?" I asked.

"I want you to find what is missing," Julian said. He stood close enough that I could feel the heat radiating from him. He didn't smell like cologne. He smelled like ozone and expensive soap. "This was the last piece your father worked on before the scandal. The authorities called it a forgery. They said he was selling empty frames to investors."

"My father wasn't a thief," I said. I stepped closer to the canvas, looking for any sign of a sketch or an underpainting. There was nothing. Just white.

"He was a genius," Julian corrected. He reached out, his hand hovering just inches from my neck. He didn't touch me, but I could feel the air change between us. "And you are the only person who can finish his work. You will stay here until this canvas is filled."

"And if I refuse?"

Julian pulled a small remote from his pocket and pressed a button. A wall of monitors descended from the ceiling. Each screen showed a different angle of the room I was standing in. There were twelve cameras in this room alone. One of the screens showed my old apartment. Two men were already inside, throwing my remaining belongings into industrial trash bags.

"You have no home to go back to, Elara," Julian said. His voice was a low hum. "You have no bank account. You have no reputation. To the world, you ceased to exist the moment you entered this building. You belong to the Spire now."

He finally closed the distance. He put his hand on the wall behind my head, pinning me between his body and the glass. He was so large he blocked out the view of the city. I looked up at him, my heart hammering against my ribs.

"I’ve watched you for three years," he whispered. "I know what time you wake up. I know you drink your coffee black. I know you cry when you look at your father's old palette. You thought you were alone in that basement. You were never alone."

I pushed against his chest. It felt like trying to move a stone wall. "That’s stalking. It’s illegal."

"I am the law in this city," Julian said. He leaned down, his lips brushing against my ear. "You are going to give me what I want, Elara. And in return, I might let you keep your name."

He pulled away and walked toward the door. He didn't look back.

"Your quarters are through the door on the left," he said. "Dinner is at seven. Don't be late again. I don't like waiting for what is mine."

The door clicked shut, the electronic lock engaging with a heavy thud. I stood in the center of the silent room, staring at the blank white canvas. I looked up at the cameras. I didn't know which one he was watching, so I looked at all of them.

I picked up my duffel bag and walked toward the living quarters. The room was luxury, all silk sheets and marble, but there were no bars on the windows because the windows didn't open. I was sixty stories in the air, held captive by a man who knew the color of my grief.

I sat on the edge of the bed and opened my bag. I pulled out the iron key. It was useless here, but the weight of it in my hand was the only thing that felt real. Julian Thorne hadn't just bought my debt. He had bought my life, and he was already looking for the cracks in the foundation.
2. The Glass Cage of Obsidian
I shoved the iron key into my pocket. The metal was cold. I walked to the edge of the bed and sat down. The silk sheets were smooth. I stood up again. I could not stay still. The room was too large and too quiet. I walked to the window. It stretched from the floor to the ceiling. The glass was thick. I pressed my palm against it. I could not feel the vibration of the city outside. I was sixty stories above the street. The people below were tiny dots.

I turned away from the window and looked at the ceiling. I found three cameras in the corners of the room. They were small black spheres. They did not move, but I knew they were active. Julian had said he was watching. I walked to the wardrobe and pulled the doors open.

Rows of clothes hung on the racks. They were all new. I touched a green silk dress. The fabric was thin. I checked the tag. It was my size. I checked a pair of trousers. They were also my size. There were no prices. There were no labels from stores I recognized. Every item looked expensive.

I took off my dirty jacket and threw it on the bed. My fingers were stained with charcoal. I went into the bathroom. The walls were white marble. The light was bright. I turned on the water and washed my hands. I scrubbed until the black dust was gone. I looked at myself in the mirror. My face was pale. My green eyes looked dark. I did not look like the person I was yesterday.

I changed into a pair of black trousers and a gray sweater from the wardrobe. The wool was soft. It did not scratch my skin. I checked the time on a digital clock on the wall. It was 6:55 PM.

I walked to the door of the suite. I touched the handle. It was a flat piece of metal. It did not turn. I heard a click. The door swung open on its own. I stepped out into a long hallway. The floors were polished dark wood. The walls were black. There were no paintings. There were no windows here.

I followed the hallway until it opened into a large dining area. A long table sat in the center of the room. Julian Thorne was already there. He sat at the head of the table. He was reading something on a thin tablet. He wore a dark shirt with the sleeves rolled up. His forearms were thick. He did not look up when I approached.

"Sit, Elara," he said.

I did not move. "I want to know where my things are."

"Your things were old and useless," Julian said. He tapped the screen of his tablet. "I replaced them. You have everything you need in your quarters."

"You threw away my father’s books," I said. I felt a tightness in my chest. "You threw away my life."

Julian looked up. His gray eyes were steady. "I saved you from a basement that was falling apart. I paid forty-two million dollars to keep you out of a cage that was much smaller than this one."

"This is still a cage," I said.

"It is a fortress," he corrected. He gestured to the chair to his right. "Sit down. The food is getting cold."

I walked to the chair. I pulled it out. The heavy wood scraped against the floor. I sat down. A man in a white uniform appeared from a side door. He placed a plate in front of me. It was sea bass with vegetables. He placed a glass of water next to it. He did not speak. He did not look at me. He walked away and disappeared behind the door.

I looked at the food. I did not feel hungry. My stomach felt like it was full of stones.

"Eat," Julian said. He picked up his fork. "You are too thin. You haven't been taking care of yourself for three years."

"How would you know?" I asked. "You were watching through a screen. You weren't there."

"I saw enough," Julian said. "I saw you skip meals because you were too busy trying to fix a painting that was worth less than the frames. I saw you fall asleep on the floor of your studio. I saw you cry on the anniversary of your father’s death."

I flinched. The detail was too much. It made my skin feel hot. "You are a monster."

"I am a man who gets what he wants," Julian said. He took a bite of food. He chewed slowly. "And right now, I want you to restore the Vance Ledger."

"There is nothing on that canvas," I said. "It is blank white oil on linen. I checked it before I came here."

Julian set his fork down. He leaned toward me. "Your father spent the last ten years of his life working on that canvas. He didn't spend ten years painting a white square, Elara. He was hiding something. He used a specific type of pigment. It is a liquid-state memory storage. The data is in the paint."

I stared at him. I did not understand. "That isn't possible. Paint is just pigment and binder."

"Not the paint your father developed," Julian said. "He was a chemist as much as he was an artist. He found a way to bridge the gap between physical matter and digital data. That canvas contains the source code for my security network. It contains the keys to every gate in this city."

I felt my pulse in my neck. "My father was an art restorer. He wasn't a thief."

"He stole what was already stolen," Julian said. "My father took that code from the world forty years ago. Your father took it back. And now, I have taken it from him."

I looked at my hands. They were shaking. I put them under the table. "If the code is in the paint, why do you need me? You have scientists. You have engineers."

"Because the code is encrypted with a biometric trigger," Julian said. "It reacts to the chemical composition of the person touching it. It was designed for a Vance. It will only reveal itself to you."

He stood up. He walked around the table. He stopped behind my chair. I felt his presence. He was a foot taller than me. He leaned down. I could hear his breath.

"There is another reason you are here," Julian whispered.

I did not look at him. I stared at my plate. "What is it?"

"Marcus Sterling," Julian said.

I turned my head quickly. The name made my blood feel cold. Marcus Sterling had been my father’s partner. He was the man who had told the police that my father was a forger. He was the man who had taken our house and our reputation.

"What about him?" I asked.

"He called my office this afternoon," Julian said. "He knows I bought your debt. He knows I have the canvas. He thinks you belong to him because of the money your father owed his company."

"I don't belong to anyone," I said.

Julian reached out. He took a strand of my copper hair between his fingers. He didn't pull it. He just held it. "You belong to me, Elara. I paid the price. I own the debt. And as long as you are in this building, Marcus Sterling cannot touch you."

I pulled my head away. He let the hair go.

"I want to see the canvas," I said. "I want to see it now."

Julian straightened up. He adjusted his cufflink. "Good. Follow me."

We walked out of the dining room and toward the center of the floor. Julian stopped in front of a pair of heavy steel doors. He placed his hand on a glass panel. A blue light scanned his palm. The doors slid open.

Inside was a high-tech laboratory. It didn't look like an art studio. There were microscopes, chemical sensors, and large vats of liquid. In the center of the room, the blank canvas sat on an easel. It was under a bright UV light.

Julian walked to a table and picked up a small glass vial. He held it up. The liquid inside was clear.

"This is a reagent," Julian said. "When you apply this to the surface, the first layer will begin to dissolve. You will have to be precise. If you go too deep, the data will be destroyed. If you don't go deep enough, we see nothing."

I walked to the canvas. It looked the same as it had in the warehouse. It was flat and white. I reached out to touch the corner.

"Don't," Julian said. He grabbed my wrist. His grip was tight. "Not until you are ready. Once you start, there is no stopping. The chemicals will continue to react until the process is complete."

I looked at his hand on my wrist. His skin was pale against mine. "You are afraid."

Julian did not let go. He stepped closer. His eyes were focused on mine. "I am not afraid, Elara. I am expectant. This is the moment I have waited three years for."

"To get your code back?" I asked.

"To have you here," he said. "Working for me. Under my roof. Under my eyes."

He let go of my wrist. He walked to the door of the lab.

"The work begins tomorrow at 6:00 AM," Julian said. "I will be here to watch. Sleep well, Elara. Tomorrow, you show me what your father was hiding."

He walked out. The steel doors slid shut. I was alone in the white light of the lab. I looked at the canvas. I looked at the UV light. I felt like I was standing on the edge of a cliff. I reached into my pocket and touched the iron key. It was the only thing I had left that didn't belong to Julian Thorne.
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