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Prologue
The ink on the marriage certificate stayed wet for several seconds. I watched the black lines of my signature. Seraphina Vance was gone. I was Seraphina Thorne now.

Silas stood two feet away from me. He did not touch me. He did not smile at the cameras. He checked his watch. It was a heavy silver piece with three dials.

The lawyer, a man with thin hair and a wrinkled suit, picked up the paper. He blew on the ink. He looked at Silas.

"It is official, Mr. Thorne," the lawyer said.

Silas did not look at the lawyer. He kept his eyes on my neck. I wore a high collar of vintage lace. It covered the marks on my skin. I kept my hands folded in my lap. I did not make a sound.

This was the third year of my silence. People in this room thought I could not speak because of the day my father died. They thought the shock stopped my ability to talk. I let them think that.

Silas stepped closer. I smelled the soap he used. It was plain. He reached out and touched my chin. He moved my head so I had to look up at him.

His face was still. He had a straight nose and thin lips. His eyes were grey. They did not show his thoughts.

"You understand the rules, Seraphina," he said.

I did not blink. I did not nod. I just looked at him.

"You stay at the estate. You attend the board dinners. You do not interfere with my business," he said.

He let go of my chin. He turned to the door.

"The car is waiting," he said.

I stood up. My dress was heavy. The lace was thick and ivory. It felt heavy on my shoulders. I followed him out of the wood-paneled office and into the hallway.

The Thorne building was tall. The walls were made of white stone and glass. Employees stood back as Silas walked past. They did not look at him directly. They looked at the floor or their tablets.

I walked three steps behind him. That was where he wanted me.

In my pocket, I felt the small plastic device. It was a low-frequency radio transmitter. It did not use the building's Wi-Fi. It did not use the cellular towers. It sent signals through the copper wiring in the walls.

I had installed the first receiver in the basement an hour before the ceremony.

We reached the elevator. The doors were brushed steel. We stepped inside. The doors closed.

Silas stood in the center of the small space. He did not look at the mirror on the wall. He looked at the floor numbers as they changed. 40. 39. 38.

"My grandfather's will is very specific," Silas said. "Marriage provides the appearance of stability. The board needs to see that I am a man who can maintain a household."

He looked at me then.

"It does not matter that you do not talk," he said. "In fact, it is better. A wife who talks has opinions. Opinions cause complications."

I moved my hand to my throat. I touched the lace. Underneath, the skin was uneven where the old injuries had healed. I remembered the sound of the door cracking. I remembered the way the air felt in my father’s office right before the lights went out.

I did not feel any movement in my chest. I had practiced being still for a long time.

The elevator stopped at the garage level. A black sedan sat in the middle of the concrete floor. Two men in black suits stood by the doors. They opened the back door for us.

Silas got in first. I followed him. The leather seats were cold.

We drove out into the city. The sun was setting. The light hit the glass buildings and made long shadows on the street.

I looked out the window. I saw the old Vance building. It was empty now. The windows were dirty. The sign had been taken down, leaving a dark outline on the brick.

Silas did not look out the window. He opened a laptop. The screen was bright in the dim car. He started typing.

He thought he was the one in control. He thought he bought a silent woman to fix his corporate problem.

He did not know about the files I had already copied. He did not know I spent my nights reading the Thorne family’s bank statements.

I had found the missing four million dollars. I knew which accounts Julian Vesper was using to hide the money.

I shifted my position on the seat. My dress made a sound.

Silas stopped typing. He did not look up from the screen.

"Be still, Seraphina," he said.

I sat back. I placed my hands on my knees. I stared at the back of the driver’s head.

We turned onto the long driveway that led to the Thorne estate. Large iron gates opened. There were cameras on the stone pillars. I watched them move as we passed.

The house was huge. It was built of grey stone and had many windows. It was a large stone building with many locks.

The car stopped in front of the wide stone steps. Silas closed his laptop. He put it in a leather bag.

"We have a dinner at eight," he said. "The Vesper family will be there. Julian will try to talk to you. Do not respond."

He got out of the car. He did not wait for me.

I stepped out onto the gravel. The air was cool. I looked up at the house. This was where the Thorne family kept their records.

I walked up the steps. My father had told me once that every building has a system of operation. He said if you listen closely enough, the walls will show you where the money goes.

I was going to listen.

I walked through the front doors. A man in a uniform took my coat. He did not look at my face. He looked at the floor.

"Welcome home, Mrs. Thorne," he said.

I did not answer him. I walked toward the stairs.

I needed to find the terminal in the library. I needed to see if the radio signal was reaching the server outside.

As I climbed the stairs, I saw Silas at the end of the long hallway. He was talking into a phone. He looked tense. His face was set in a hard expression.

He turned and saw me. He stopped talking. He lowered the phone.

I kept walking. I did not stop. I went into the bedroom they had assigned to me.

The room was large. There was a bed with white sheets and a desk by the window. My suitcases were already there.

I went to the desk. I opened the bottom drawer. It was empty. I reached under the wood and felt the small metal box I had taped there earlier. It was still in place.

I sat on the bed. I took off my white gloves. My hands were pale.

I looked at the clock on the wall. It was six o'clock. I had two hours before dinner.

I would spend that time looking at the Thorne records. I would find the error in the system. And then I would dismantle the whole organization.

I walked over to the tall window. Below, the garden was manicured. Every hedge was cut to the same height. Every flower was in its assigned row. Silas liked things to be where he put them.

I touched the glass. It was thick. It kept the sound of the wind out.

I thought about the Vance Ledger. My father had mentioned it in the last letter he sent me. He said the truth was written in numbers that did not add up.

Silas Thorne thought my father was a thief. He thought my father jumped from the tenth floor because he was guilty.

I knew better. I had seen the man who pushed him. I had seen the ring on that man's finger. It was a Thorne family ring. A gold band with a black stone.

I looked at the ring on my own finger now. It was the same design. It felt cold against my skin.

I turned away from the window. I had a job to do. I was not just a bride. I was a forensic accountant with a list of names.

I opened my suitcase. I pulled out a small black device. It was the size and shape of a phone, but it had no screen. I pressed a button on the side. A small green light blinked.

The connection was stable. The Glass Network was active.

I sat at the desk and started to work. I had two hours to map the house's internal wiring. I had two hours to become the person Silas Thorne did not notice he was inviting inside.

The dinner would be the first test. I would sit next to Silas. I would look at Julian Vesper. I would not say a word.

And I would wait for them to make a mistake.

1. The Silent Vow at the Altar
The weight of the lace on my shoulders is heavier than it looks. It is vintage, off-white, and thick enough to hide the lines of the thin, white scars on my back. I stand at the altar of the Thorne family’s private chapel, my hands folded in front of my waist. I do not look at the three hundred guests behind me. I look at the man standing two feet away.

Silas Thorne does not look like a man at a wedding. He looks like a man at a board meeting. His charcoal suit is tailored so precisely that there is not a single wrinkle in the fabric, even as he stands with his arms at his sides. He is taller than me, his face composed of straight lines and a mouth that does not seem to know how to smile. His eyes are grey, the color of wet pavement, and they stay fixed on the priest.

“Do you, Silas Alexander Thorne, take Seraphina Vance to be your wedded wife?” the priest asks. The man’s voice is low and fills the stone room.

Silas does not hesitate. There is no tremor in his voice, no hint of nerves.

“I do,” he says.

He says it like he is signing a contract. He says it because the Thorne Protocol requires him to be married by his thirty-second birthday to retain his position as CEO. Today is that birthday. I am the stability he needs to show the board. I am the mute, broken daughter of a disgraced man, the perfect choice for a husband who wants a wife who cannot argue, cannot testify, and cannot fight back.

He is wrong.

I watch the priest turn to me. The old man’s eyes are full of a pity that makes my skin itch. Everyone in this room thinks they know my story. They think the shock of seeing my father’s body on the pavement three years ago took my voice. They think I am a fragile thing that needs to be protected or ignored.

“And do you, Seraphina Vance, take Silas Alexander Thorne to be your wedded husband?” the priest asks.

The chapel goes silent. It is the kind of silence that happens when people are waiting for a mistake. I do not speak. I haven't made a sound in public for over a thousand days. Instead, I reach into the small, hidden pocket of my dress and pull out a piece of cream-colored cardstock.

I hold it up so the priest and Silas can see it. On it, in my neat, precise handwriting, are the words: I do.

I see Silas’s jaw tighten. It is a small movement, just a flicker of muscle under his skin. He didn't expect the card. He expected a nod. He hates variables he didn't account for. I tuck the card back into my pocket and look him directly in the eyes. I want him to see that I am present. I want him to see that I am watching him.

“The rings,” the priest says.

The best man, a cousin with a nervous habit of adjusting his tie, hands the small gold bands forward. Silas takes my hand. His skin is warm, but his grip is firm, almost a warning. He slides the ring onto my finger. It is a five-carat diamond that feels like a lead weight. It is a brand. It tells the world that I belong to the Thorne legacy now.

I take his ring. It is a simple gold band, heavy and plain. As I slide it over his knuckle, my thumb brushes against his pulse point. His heart is beating steadily. He is not afraid. He is not excited. He is simply completing a task.

“I now pronounce you husband and wife,” the priest says. “You may kiss the bride.”

Silas steps closer. I can smell the faint scent of his soap and the cedarwood of his office. He doesn't lean down to my lips. He leans toward my forehead. It is a gesture for the cameras, for the guests who want to see a protective husband. His lips touch my skin for a second.

“Don't make me regret this, Seraphina,” he whispers. The words are so quiet that only I can hear them.

I don't respond. I can't. But inside my mind, I am already counting the seconds until I can get to his home office. In the lining of my garter, there is a small USB device with a low-frequency transmitter. By tonight, I will be inside the Thorne private server. By tonight, I will start finding the names of the men who stood in my father’s office the night he ‘jumped’ from the balcony.

We turn to the crowd. My mother is in the front row, her face tight with a mix of relief and greed. She sees a paycheck. Across the aisle, Julian Vesper stands with his hands clasped in front of him. He is Silas’s half-brother, the one the family tries to pretend doesn't exist. He is watching me with an expression that isn't pity. It is curiosity. He is the only one in the room who looks like he might be able to see through the lace.

Silas leads me down the aisle. Our footsteps echo on the stone floor. The guests stand and clap, a sea of expensive perfume and forced smiles. I keep my head up and my face neutral. I am the silent shadow. I am the ghost in the house of Thorne.

We reach the heavy oak doors of the chapel. The air outside is cooler, and the sun is beginning to set, casting long shadows across the gravel driveway where a black limousine waits. Silas doesn't wait for the driver to open the door. He opens it himself and gestures for me to get in.

As I slide onto the leather seat, I feel the ring on my finger. It is cold against my skin. Silas sits next to me, leaving a deliberate foot of space between us. He pulls out his phone before the car even starts moving.

“The merger documents are on your desk?” he asks into the phone, ignoring me entirely.

I lean my head back against the seat and close my eyes. He thinks the wedding is over. He thinks he has secured his chair and silenced his critics. He doesn't realize that the wedding was only the first step.

I reach into my pocket and touch the small, hard plastic of the transmitter. I have spent three years preparing for this. I have learned to read lips, to track ledgers, and to disappear into the background of a room. I have learned that people say everything they want to hide when they think no one is listening.

I am the only person Silas Thorne will never be able to shut out. I am his wife. I am in his house. And I am going to take everything he owns.

The car pulls away from the chapel, the gravel crunching under the tires. Silas continues to talk about stocks and acquisitions. He doesn't look at me once during the twenty-minute drive to the estate.

When we arrive at the Thorne manor, it sits on the hill like a fortress. It is made of grey stone and glass, overlooking the city my father helped build and the city that destroyed him. Silas gets out of the car and waits for me. He offers his arm. It is a formal gesture, devoid of any real connection.

I take it. We walk up the wide stone steps together. The staff is lined up in the foyer, bowing their heads.

“Welcome home, Mrs. Thorne,” the housekeeper says.

The name feels like a lie. I am not a Thorne. I am a Vance, and I am here to burn this house down from the inside.

Silas leads me to the master suite. It is a massive room with a view of the dark woods behind the property. My trunks have already been delivered.

“Your things are in the dressing room,” Silas says, finally looking at me. “We have a dinner at eight with the board members. Wear something that doesn't look like you’re mourning. My grandfather will be there.”

He turns to leave, but I reach out and grab his sleeve. He stops, looking down at my hand on his expensive fabric. I point toward the desk in the corner of the room.

“You want a laptop?” he asks, his voice flat.

I nod.

“I’ll have one sent up. Don't go into my study. The alarm is set to my biometrics. If you trigger it, the security team will be in here in thirty seconds.”

He walks out and closes the door. I hear the click of the lock. He thinks he is locking me in. He doesn't understand that he just gave me exactly what I wanted.

I walk over to the window and look out at the city lights. I reach up and unpin the heavy veil from my hair. My fingers are steady. I am no longer the girl who watched through the door. I am the woman who is going to finish the ledger my father started.
2. A Bed of Cold Secrets
The door clicked shut. I waited ten seconds, counting the beats of my heart against my ribs, before I moved away from the window. Silas was gone, but the room still felt occupied by his presence. I looked at the dark wood of the desk where he had promised to send a laptop. I did not have much time.

I sat on the edge of the large bed. The mattress was firm. I reached under the heavy silk of my wedding skirts and unclipped the small, black transmitter from my garter. It was no larger than a coin. My father had taught me that the best way to hide something was to put it in plain sight, but in this house, everything would be scrutinized.

I stood up and walked to the nightstand. I knelt on the floor, my knees pressing into the thick carpet. There was a landline phone connected to the wall. I pulled the small table away from the baseboard just enough to see the jack. I pressed the transmitter into the gap between the wood and the wall, out of the direct line of sight. A tiny green light flickered once and then went dark. The Glass Network was active. It would now begin siphoning every packet of data that moved through the manor’s local area network.

A sharp knock at the door made me stand up quickly. I smoothed my skirts and sat back on the bed, picking up a bridal magazine from the table.

“Come in,” I mouthed, though no sound came out. I pointed toward the door when it opened.

A woman in a grey uniform entered. She looked to be in her late fifties, with her hair pulled back into a tight, low bun. She carried a silver tray with a laptop and a glass of water. This was Martha, the woman Silas had called the housekeeper. She didn't smile as she set the tray on the desk.

“Mr. Thorne sent this for you, ma’am,” Martha said. Her voice was professional and thin. “He also requested that you be ready in forty-five minutes. The car for the board dinner leaves at seven-forty sharp.”

I nodded my thanks and reached for a small notepad I had kept in my pocket. I wrote: Thank you, Martha. Is there a specific dress code for tonight?

Martha read the note and looked me over. Her eyes lingered on the lace of my sleeves. “Mr. Thorne was quite clear. He does not want you in black. He suggested the green gown in the third wardrobe. It was his mother’s, tailored for your arrival.”

I felt a slight chill. He had already planned my wardrobe, using a dead woman's clothes to dress me. I nodded again. Martha bowed her head slightly and left the room. The lock clicked again. Silas was not taking any chances.

I walked to the desk and opened the laptop. It was a standard corporate model, likely loaded with tracking software
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