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Prologue
I stood in the corner of the Grand Ballroom. My dress was polyester. It cost four dollars at a charity shop in Queens. The seams scratched my skin. My glasses were too large for my face and slipped down my nose every few minutes.

Around me, people wore silk and wool that cost more than most people earned in a year. I held a glass of water. I did not drink it. I watched the room. I watched Julian Thorne.

Julian stood ten feet away. He was six feet two inches tall. His suit was charcoal gray. He spoke to a man with gray hair and a military uniform. That was General Miller.

Julian laughed. The sound was loud and clear. He did not look at me. He had not looked at me for forty minutes. To everyone else in the room, I was the charity case wife. I was the girl he had found in an orphanage and married out of a sense of duty.

He liked that people thought this. It made him look generous. It made him look like a savior. It also meant no one looked at me twice. No one expected the woman in the four-dollar dress to understand the math behind the Thorne Industries market share.

I reached into my pocket. My fingers touched the small plastic case of a burner phone. It was encrypted. It was the only way I could access the Vesper servers without Julian’s security team seeing the traffic.

Three years ago, I signed a prenuptial agreement. It stated that any intellectual property created by a spouse of Julian Thorne belonged to him. It was twenty pages of legal text designed to make me a ghost. He thought it worked.

Julian turned. He saw me standing by the catering table. He signaled for me to come to him. He moved his index finger in a small circle. I walked over. I kept my head down. I adjusted my glasses.

"General Miller, this is my wife, Seraphina," Julian said. He placed a hand on my shoulder. His grip was firm. His thumb pressed into my collarbone. "She is a bit shy. She spent most of her life in quiet rooms."

The General looked at me. He did not shake my hand. He looked at my dress and then back at Julian. "A quiet life is a good life, Julian. It keeps things simple."

"Exactly," Julian said. He looked at the General and lowered his voice. "About the Vesper patent. We have finalized the transfer documents. The defense contractor is ready to integrate the algorithm into their targeting systems next week."

My heart rate increased. I felt the skin on my neck grow warm. Vesper was not a weapon. It was a data aggregator. I had spent five thousand hours writing the core logic. I had built it to predict market shifts, not to guide missiles.

"The algorithm is very sensitive," I said. My voice was low. I looked at the floor.

Julian’s hand tightened on my shoulder. The pressure was painful. "Seraphina, dear, don't worry about the business. Go find some of those lemon tarts you like."

He smiled at the General. The smile did not reach his eyes. "She has a simple mind. She gets overwhelmed by the talk of technology. It is a result of her poor breeding, I suppose. Some people are just not built for the modern world."

General Miller nodded. "Of course. It must be a lot for her to take in."

I stepped back. I felt the heat in my face. I did not look at them. I turned and walked toward the hallway that led to the library. I did not go for tarts.

I passed Silas Vane. He was the head of Julian’s security. He stood by the door. His posture was straight. His hands were folded in front of his gray suit. He looked at me as I walked past. He did not say anything. He did not move. I saw the scars on his knuckles.

I entered the library. The room was dark. It smelled of old paper and floor wax. I walked to the far corner where a mahogany desk sat. Underneath the desk, I had installed a small wireless receiver six months ago.

I sat on the floor. I pulled out the burner phone. The screen was bright in the dark room. I typed in a sixty-four-character password. The interface was black with green text. This was Vesper.

I saw the logs. Julian had already authorized the data dump to the defense contractor. He was selling my life’s work for four hundred million dollars. He was going to use it to kill people so he could buy a bigger boat.

I looked at the prenuptial agreement clause on my phone. I had a digital copy. Clause 14b stated that any creation by a spouse was his. But it didn't say anything about a ghost.

I began to type. My fingers moved fast. I was not Seraphina Thorne in this room. I was the architect. I was the person who knew exactly how to make the Thorne Industries servers stop breathing.

I didn't delete the code. That would be too simple. I added a new layer. I inserted a logic gate that required a biometric key Julian did not have. I tied the system to my own pulse. If I disappeared, Vesper would go dark.

I heard a footstep in the hallway. I turned off the phone and slid it into my shoe. I stood up and smoothed out my polyester dress. I grabbed a book from the shelf. It was a book on gardening.

Silas Vane appeared in the doorway. He looked at me. He looked at the book in my hand. He looked at my glasses.

"Mr. Thorne is looking for you," Silas said. His voice was deep. It had no emotion in it. "The gala is moving to the terrace for the fireworks."

"I just wanted to be alone for a minute," I said. I looked at the floor. I pushed my glasses up.

Silas walked into the room. He stopped three feet away from me. He was very still. "You spend a lot of time alone, Mrs. Thorne."

"I am used to it," I said.

He looked at the desk. He looked at the floor where I had been sitting. Then he looked back at me. "The fireworks are starting. You should not keep him waiting."

I walked past him. I felt his eyes on the back of my neck. I went back to the ballroom. I found Julian on the terrace. He was holding a glass of champagne. He looked at me and frowned.

"You look a mess," Julian whispered. He reached out and straightened my collar. "Try to look like you belong here. Just for another hour. Then you can go back to your hole."

I looked at the sky. The first firework exploded. It was red. Then a blue one followed. The light reflected off Julian’s sapphire eyes. He looked happy. He looked like a man who owned the world.

He did not know that his bank accounts were already leaking. He did not know that the Vesper algorithm was no longer his. He saw a poor, quiet girl who couldn't handle a party.

I saw a man who was about to lose everything to a woman he had never bothered to truly see. I smiled, but I kept my lips closed so he wouldn't see it. I waited for the next explosion.

1. The Charity Case and the King
"Hold this, Seraphina."

Julian did not look at me. He kept his eyes on the Chairman of the Federal Reserve while he handed me his empty crystal tumbler. The glass was heavy. A single drop of amber liquid ran down the side and stained my thumb.

I took the glass and stepped back into the shadow of his large frame. This was my place at these events. I was the quiet, mousy woman in the thrifted beige dress that fit a little too loosely at the waist. I wore my oversized glasses to hide the way my eyes tracked every movement in the ballroom.

"Of course, Julian," I said. My voice was low and thin. I had practiced that specific tone for three years. It was the sound of a woman who had no opinions and even less money.

Julian smiled at the Chairman. It was a perfect display of white teeth and manufactured charm. He rested a hand on the small of my back. To the people watching, it looked like an affectionate gesture. To me, it was a reminder. His fingers pressed into my spine, forcing me to stand straighter.

"My wife is still learning the nuances of these gatherings," Julian told the group. He laughed softly. "She was a librarian when I found her. She prefers books to people, don't you, Sera?"

"Books are more predictable," I replied.

One of the bank executives chuckled. "Spoken like a true charity case, Thorne. You really did pick a project, didn't you?"

Julian’s grip tightened for a second before he let go. "I believe in social responsibility. Giving back takes many forms."

I looked down at the tumbler in my hand. Inside my wrist, hidden beneath a cheap plastic watch strap, a small haptic motor pulsed three times. It was a rhythmic vibration that only I could feel. It was an alert from the Vesper algorithm.

Something was wrong with the market data.

I stepped away from the circle of power. I walked toward the buffet table where the less important guests gathered. I needed to see my screen.

Silas Vane was standing by the exit. He was the head of Julian’s security detail, a man with a military posture and a gray suit that looked like it had been molded to his body. His knuckles were scarred. He watched me as I passed. He didn't look at me with the pity the others did. He looked at me with a steady, quiet intensity that usually made my skin feel warm.

I didn't stop to talk to him. I reached the edge of the room and pulled my phone from the pocket of my oversized cardigan. The screen was cracked—a detail I had added myself with a hammer two months ago. It made the device look like junk.

I bypassed the lock screen and opened a terminal window disguised as a calculator app.

The Vesper feed was scrolling in red.

Vane International.

They were shorting Thorne Industries’ stock. Not in a small way. This was a coordinated attack on the liquidity of Julian's tech empire. They were using a backdoor in the transaction protocol that I had designed two years ago. It was a flaw I had left there on purpose, a digital tripwire for anyone trying to enter the system without my permission.

Julian thought he owned the code. He had forced me to sign a prenuptial agreement that gave him ownership of every intellectual property I touched during our marriage. He didn't know that I had written the core of the Vesper algorithm before we ever met. He didn't know that I was the one who had built his kingdom from a bedroom in a studio apartment while he slept.

I watched the numbers drop. Millions of dollars vanished every second.

"Seraphina."

I locked the screen and shoved the phone back into my pocket. I turned around. Julian was standing five feet away. He looked angry. His sapphire eyes were dark.

"I told you to stay by my side," he said. He spoke quietly, his voice a low vibration that carried a threat. "You are embarrassing me. You look like a lost child standing by the food."

"I was hungry, Julian. I didn't have lunch."

He stepped closer, invading my personal space. He took the empty glass from my hand and set it on a passing waiter’s tray without looking. "You represent me. When you look pathetic, I look weak. Do you understand?"

I adjusted my glasses. They slipped down my nose again. "I'm sorry. I'll go back to the hotel if you want."

"You'll stay here and look grateful," he said. He reached out and tucked a strand of my mousy hair behind my ear. His touch was not gentle. "I spent four thousand dollars on your dental work after we married, Sera. The least you can do is smile for the cameras."

He didn't wait for an answer. He turned and walked back toward the center of the room.

I stood there for a moment. My heart was not beating fast. I didn't feel fear. I felt a cold, logical satisfaction. The stock price was still falling. Vane International was hitting him hard. This was the first move in a game Julian didn't even know we were playing.

I looked back at Silas. He was still watching us. He had seen the interaction. He had seen the way Julian spoke to me. Silas started to walk toward me, his movements fluid and direct.

"Are you okay, Mrs. Thorne?" Silas asked.

His voice was deep. He stood close enough that I could see the fine lines at the corners of his eyes. He didn't call me Sera. He always used my married name, but he said it with a tone that suggested he knew it was a lie.

"I'm fine, Silas. Just a bit tired."

"Julian is in a bad mood tonight," Silas said. "The merger talks are not going well. There is a leak in the data room."

I looked at him. I tried to look confused. "A leak? I don't understand those things."

Silas leaned in. He smelled like nothing—no cologne, no soap, just clean skin. "I think you understand more than you say. You were looking at your phone for a long time."

"It’s a broken phone, Silas. It barely works."

"I can fix things that are broken," he said.

I didn't answer. I couldn't afford to be curious about Silas. He was an employee. He was a tool that Julian used to keep me in line.

Across the room, Julian was gesturing for me to return. He was standing with a group of reporters now. He wanted the 'poor wife' for the photo op. He wanted the narrative of the billionaire who had rescued the orphan.

"He’s calling me," I said.

"He’s always calling you," Silas replied.

I walked away from Silas and moved back into the light. I put on the smile Julian wanted. I stood next to him as the flashbulbs went off. I felt his arm wrap around my waist, pulling me tight against his side.

"Smile, Sera," Julian whispered through his teeth. "Look like you love me."

I looked up at him. I made my eyes wide and soft. "I'm trying, Julian."

Inside my mind, I was counting the losses. Thorne Industries had just lost forty million dollars in market cap in the last ten minutes. The Vesper algorithm was doing
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