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DEDICATION

To the survivors who found the courage to speak.

And to those who never got the chance.

Your silence was never your choice.

This story is.

EPIGRAPH

"The only thing necessary for the triumph of evil is for good men to do nothing."

— Edmund Burke

"In the end, we will remember not the words of our enemies, but the silence of our friends."

— Martin Luther King Jr.


CHAPTER 1

 THE FUNERAL

Manhattan, New York

November 15th

Present Day

The rain fell like a punishment from God.

It had started at dawn, a cold, relentless downpour that turned the streets of Manhattan into rivers of grey. By noon, when the funeral procession wound its way through the iron gates of Woodlawn Cemetery, the rain had settled into a steady, diagonal assault that seemed designed to punish anyone foolish enough to be outside.

I stood at the edge of the crowd, my black umbrella doing little against the weather. Water dripped down my collar, soaking the only nice dress I owned—a simple black sheath I'd bought for my grandmother's funeral three years ago. The fabric clung to my skin, cold and uncomfortable, but I barely noticed.

I was too busy watching the faces.

Across the manicured lawn, maybe two hundred people had gathered to bury one of the richest men in America. Victor Ashford. Billionaire. Philanthropist. Friend to presidents, princes, and movie stars. His face had graced the covers of Forbes and Time. His name adorned university buildings and hospital wings. His foundation had donated hundreds of millions to causes ranging from childhood education to climate change.

And according to the USB drive burning a hole in my pocket, he was also a monster.

I shouldn't have been here. A junior reporter from The New York Observer doesn't get invited to funerals like this. The guest list read like the Forbes 400 mixed with the guest book of the White House. Through the forest of black umbrellas, I spotted two former presidents—one Republican, one Democrat, united in grief for their mutual friend. A Supreme Court justice stood near the front, his face appropriately solemn. Three Hollywood A-listers clustered together, their famous faces hidden behind designer sunglasses. And scattered throughout the crowd, enough hedge fund managers and tech CEOs to crash the global economy if a bolt of lightning struck.

But I wasn't here as a guest. I wasn't here because I admired Victor Ashford or wanted to pay my respects.

I was here because of what the woman gave me.

Three days ago, a woman had shown up at my apartment in Williamsburg. She was in her mid-thirties, with hollow eyes and trembling hands. She wouldn't give me her name. She wouldn't sit down. She just stood in my doorway, glancing over her shoulder every few seconds like she expected someone to materialize out of thin air.

"You're the journalist," she had said. "The one who wrote about the governor's corruption."

That had been my one big story—a piece about a state governor using campaign funds to pay for his mistress's apartment. It had run on page six and gotten me exactly zero job offers from bigger publications.

"That's me," I had replied. "Can I help you?"

She had reached into her bag and pulled out a small object. A USB drive. Black plastic, no markings, utterly ordinary.

"He kept records," she whispered, pressing the drive into my hand. "Everything. Everyone. It's all on there."

"Who? Records of what?"

But she was already backing away, heading for the stairs.

"Wait!" I had called after her. "What's your name? How do I contact you?"

She had paused at the landing, looking back at me with those haunted eyes.

"Don't try to find me," she said. "Just... get the truth out. Before they bury it with him."

And then she was gone.

Twenty-four hours later, she was dead.

I found out from a small item buried in the Metro section of the Times. Unidentified woman, mid-thirties, apparent suicide. Jumped from her fourteenth-floor apartment in Brooklyn Heights. No note. No next of kin. Case closed.

I didn't believe it was suicide. Not for a second.

And I was pretty sure I wasn't supposed to be alive either.

The priest's voice droned on, Latin words dissolving in the rain. I ignored the service and studied the mourners instead.

There—Senator Richard Craine, his silver hair perfectly coiffed despite the weather, his expression arranged into appropriate solemnity. He was the senior senator from New York, a fixture in Washington for three decades, mentioned every election cycle as a potential presidential candidate. He had been photographed with Ashford at least thirty times over the past decade. Charity galas. Political fundraisers. That infamous trip to Ashford's private island.

The island.

Everyone knew about Isla Sombra—Ashford's private paradise in the Caribbean. A 200-acre retreat where the world's elite gathered to "relax and network." Officially, it was a corporate retreat center, available to rent for the low price of $500,000 per week. Unofficially... well, that's what the rumors were about.

Rumors that I now suspected weren't rumors at all.

Next to Craine stood Maxwell Drummond, CEO of Drummond Media, the second-largest news conglomerate in the country. He was a bear of a man, broad-shouldered and barrel-chested, with a face that had been described as "aggressively friendly." He owned six newspapers, two cable networks, and a streaming service. He had the power to make or break political careers with a single editorial decision.

He also had, according to the files on that drive, a great many secrets.

Near the back of the crowd, I spotted a face I recognized from tech blogs—Jason Chen, founder of Nexus Technologies, the social media platform that had displaced Facebook among Gen Z users. He was young for this crowd, barely forty, with the Silicon Valley uniform of jeans and a black turtleneck under his raincoat. His company was worth $80 billion. His personal net worth was somewhere north of $15 billion.

His name appeared on the flight logs to Ashford's island. Fourteen times.

I was cataloging more faces when I felt a hand on my arm.

I flinched, my heart rate spiking. I spun around, half expecting to see a gun.

Instead, I saw a woman.

She was mid-forties, elegant, with blonde hair pulled back in a severe bun that somehow remained perfect despite the rain. She wore a black Chanel suit that probably cost more than my monthly rent. Her eyes were red-rimmed but dry—she had been crying, but not recently.

"You're Sarah Chen," she said. It wasn't a question.

"Do I know you?"

"No. But I know you." She glanced around at the crowd, then leaned closer. Her perfume was subtle, expensive, out of place in the rain and mud. "You have something that belongs to me."

My blood ran cold. The USB drive suddenly felt like a burning coal in my pocket.

"I don't know what you're talking about."

"The drive. Elena gave it to you before she died."

Elena. The woman from Brooklyn. The one who jumped. I hadn't known her name until this moment.

"Who are you?" I whispered.

"Someone who wants to help." She pressed a small card into my palm. Her fingers were cold, her grip surprisingly strong. "Tonight. 9 PM. Come alone. And bring it."

She walked away before I could respond, her black umbrella bobbing through the crowd until she disappeared behind a marble mausoleum.

I looked at the card. It was blank except for an address in Tribeca and a single word, embossed in gold:

ORCHID

The service ended with a prayer I didn't hear. The crowd began to disperse, black umbrellas blooming like poisonous flowers as the wealthy and powerful made their way back to their limousines.

I lingered, watching them go. Senator Craine climbed into a black SUV with government plates. Maxwell Drummond ducked into a Mercedes sedan, followed by a younger woman who was definitely not his wife. Jason Chen walked alone toward the parking lot, his face buried in his phone.

Were they mourning a friend? Or celebrating the death of a liability?

The rain intensified, and I finally gave up. I trudged through the mud toward the cemetery gates, my nice shoes ruined, my umbrella buckling against the wind.

At the gate, I paused and looked back.

Victor Ashford's grave was a fresh wound in the manicured lawn. The mourners were gone, the flowers already wilting in the rain. Soon, the gravediggers would come to finish their work, sealing him beneath six feet of New York soil.

But the secrets he left behind weren't so easily buried.

I pulled out my phone and looked up the address on the card. It was a building in Tribeca—a former warehouse, now converted into expensive lofts.

Nine o'clock. That gave me seven hours to decide.

Trust the mysterious blonde woman and walk into what could easily be a trap?

Or ignore her and try to figure out the drive on my own?
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