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Prologue
The digital tablet on the desk turned green. My name was now linked to the Thorne ledger. The screen showed the debt of the Vance family as zero.

I stood in the Altar of Commerce. The room was at the top of the Spire. The floors were made of white stone. The walls were made of glass. Outside, the city of New Titan spread out in every direction. The buildings were tall and made of steel.

My father stood by the door. He was wearing a suit that was too large for him. He looked at the screen. He did not look at me. He walked out of the room without speaking.

Julian Thorne stood three feet away from me. He was wearing a black suit. He was taller than me. His hair was dark and cut short. His face was still. He did not smile. He did not move to touch me.

"The transaction is complete," Julian said.

His voice was level. It did not have any emotion.

"I know," I said.

"You will follow me to the car," Julian said.

He turned and walked toward the elevator. I followed him. My shoes made a rhythmic sound on the hard floor. I was wearing a grey dress. It was made of thick fabric.

We entered the elevator. The doors closed. The elevator moved down. I looked at the numbers on the display. They changed quickly.

"There are rules in my house," Julian said.

He did not look at me. He looked at the silver doors.

"I expect you to stay in the Grey Zone," Julian said. "You will not come to the Spire unless I tell you. You will not speak to the media. You will not leave the building after the sun goes down."

"I am a wife, not a prisoner," I said.

Julian turned his head. His eyes were blue. They did not move.

"In this city, there is no difference for you," Julian said.

The elevator stopped. The doors opened to a garage. A black car was waiting. A man in a uniform stood by the door. He opened it for us.

Julian sat on one side of the back seat. I sat on the other. There was two feet of space between us. The car was quiet. It moved out into the street.

I looked out the window. We passed the tall buildings of the center. The lights were bright. Then we crossed a bridge. The buildings got shorter. The walls were covered in soot. This was the Grey Zone.

Julian was looking at a tablet. His fingers moved across the screen. He was looking at data.

"Your father was a bad businessman," Julian said.

"He was a desperate man," I said.

"Desperation is a choice," Julian said.

He did not look up from the tablet.

We arrived at a building made of concrete. It was twenty stories high. The windows were small. The car stopped.

"This is where you will stay," Julian said.

He got out of the car. He walked toward the entrance. I got out and followed him. The air smelled of burnt fuel. It was heavy.

We went inside. The lobby was empty. The floor was made of dark tiles. A security guard stood at the desk. He bowed his head as Julian passed.

We took another elevator to the top floor. The apartment was large. The furniture was modern and had sharp edges. There were no decorations.

"Your room is the third door on the left," Julian said. "Dinner is at eight. Do not be late."

He walked toward a set of double doors. He went inside and closed them.

I went to my room. It was painted tan. There was a bed with a white cover. There was a wooden dresser. A single window looked out over the factories.

I put my suitcase on the bed. I opened the latches. I reached under the clothes. I felt the paper I had hidden there. It was a map of the city's private data lines. My father did not know I had it. Julian did not know I had it.

I sat on the bed. The mattress was firm.

I was twenty-six years old. I had been traded to pay for a debt. Julian Thorne thought he had bought a woman who would sit in this room and wait for his instructions.

I looked at the window. The sky was turning dark. Below, the factories were starting their night shifts. Smoke moved upward from the tall pipes.

I was not going to stay in this room.

I stood up and walked to the wall. I looked for the vent. It was near the floor. I knew the wiring of these buildings. This sector had been built forty years ago. The infrastructure was old.

I heard Julian's voice from the other room. He was talking on the phone.

"The Vance debt is secured," Julian said. "She is here. She will not be a problem."

I listened to his footsteps. He moved toward the kitchen.

I opened my suitcase again. I took out a small black device. It was a data-reader. I turned it on. The screen glowed.

I was in the system now.

I went to the dining room at eight o'clock. Julian was sitting at the table. There was a plate of meat and vegetables in front of him. There was a plate for me.

I sat down.

"We will appear at the Altar of Commerce again tomorrow," Julian said. "The public must see that the Thorne family has cleared the Vance insolvency. It is good for the market."

"I will be ready," I said.

"Wear the blue dress in the closet," Julian said. "Do not wear grey. You are a Thorne now."

"I understand," I said.

I ate the food. It was cold.

Julian watched me. He did not speak again for the rest of the meal.

When he finished, he stood up.

"I will be in my office," he said. "The door will be locked."

He left the room.

I stayed at the table. I looked at the window. The Spire was a point of white light in the distance. It was the highest place in the city.

I was at the bottom now. But I had the map.

I would find the keys to the city. I would take the power that Julian thought he owned.

I stood up and cleared the table. I moved slowly. I wanted the cameras to see a woman who was tired.

I went back to my room. I lay on the bed. I watched the clock on the wall.

I waited for the city to get quiet.

I was the unwanted bride. But I was going to be the Queen.

1. The Ledger of Flesh
"Sign here."

My father's voice didn't have its usual strength. He leaned against the mahogany table, his knuckles white against the dark wood. His hands shook. I looked at the digital display embedded in the desk surface. The numbers were red. They showed a negative balance that reached into eight figures. Under the Lex Pecunia, the state would execute him for insolvency at midnight.

The Magistrate sat behind a high bench carved from black stone. He wore a grey suit with a stiff collar. He didn't look at us. He looked at the digital clock on the wall. Every second that passed changed the interest rate on my father’s life.

I picked up the stylus. It was heavy and made of cold steel. I didn't look at my father. If I looked at him, I would see the man who had gambled our lives on a failed tech-node in the lower districts. I would see the man who had signed the initial agreement to put me up as collateral without asking me.

"I'm signing," I said.

I pressed the stylus to the screen. My biometric data uploaded. I felt a small vibration in the table as the system verified my identity. The red numbers on the screen turned green. Then they vanished. A new line of text appeared. It listed my name as a secondary asset under the Thorne Corporation.

The heavy doors at the back of the room opened.

Julian Thorne walked in. He didn't look at the Magistrate. He didn't look at my father. He walked to the center of the room with a steady, measured gait. He stopped exactly three feet from the table. His black suit was tailored to his frame. His dark hair was cut short. His face showed no reaction to the room or the people in it.

He looked at his watch. It was a mechanical piece with visible gears.

"Is it finished?" he asked.

His voice was low and lacked any inflection. He spoke as if he were inquiring about a delivery of office supplies.

"The transfer is complete, Mr. Thorne," the Magistrate said. He stood up and gathered his tablets. "Elara Vance is now your legal responsibility. Her father’s debt-weight has been cleared from the public ledger."

My father took a step toward Julian. "Thank you, Julian. I’ll make this right. I’ll find a way to—"

Julian didn't turn his head. He kept his eyes on the Magistrate. "You have five minutes to leave the Spire, Arthur. If you are still here after that, I will have security remove you from the premises."

My father stopped. His mouth stayed open for a second before he closed it. He looked at me, his eyes wide and wet. I looked at the floor. The white tiles were polished. I could see my own reflection in the stone. I looked small.

Julian turned to me. He looked at my face. He didn't smile or frown. He observed my features with the same detached interest he might give a legal document.

"Follow me," he said.

He turned and walked out. He didn't wait for a response. He didn't offer to carry the small bag I had brought with me.

I followed him. My shoes made a sharp clicking sound on the floor. We walked past rows of empty benches. The Altar of Commerce was the highest court in New Titan, but today it was just a sales floor.

We went through the doors and into a hallway with glass walls. Outside, the city of New Titan stretched toward the horizon. The Spire was the tallest building in the skyline. Below us, the clouds were a thick, dirty grey. The smog from the industrial sectors moved in slow waves against the glass.

Julian reached the elevator bank. He pressed a button. The doors opened immediately. The interior was lined with mirrors and chrome.

"Get in," he said.

I walked into the elevator. He stood next to me but kept a foot of space between us. He didn't look at me. He looked at the floor indicator as the numbers began to drop.

"The contract states I am to reside in the Thorne residence in the Spire," I said.

"The contract states you live where I tell you," Julian said.

I felt the drop in my stomach as the elevator accelerated downward. Julian stood perfectly still. His hands were at his sides.

"I have been assigned to the Grey Zone," he said. "You will stay there with me."

"The Grey Zone is a neglected district," I said. "It is for those with high debt-weight."

"It is my district," Julian said. "You are my wife. You will be where I am."

He didn't use the word 'wife' with any warmth. It sounded like a technical term for a piece of property.

The elevator stopped at the garage level. The doors opened to a line of black vehicles. A driver in a dark uniform stood by the rear door of a heavy sedan. He opened it when he saw Julian.

Julian got in. I stood on the concrete for a moment. The air in the garage smelled of exhaust and ozone.

"Get in the car, Elara," Julian said from the shadows of the back seat.

I got in. The leather was cold. The driver closed the door, and the car moved forward. It was silent inside. Julian pulled a tablet from a pocket in the door and started reading.

We drove out of the Spire and onto the elevated tracks. The buildings in the center of the city were bright. Neon signs flashed with advertisements for banks and luxury goods. People in colorful silks walked on the upper walkways.

As we moved further from the center, the lights changed. The neon turned to dim yellow streetlamps. The colorful silks were replaced by grey work jumpsuits. The buildings were shorter and made of stained concrete.

"I'm not going to sit in a room and wait for you," I said.

Julian didn't look up from his screen. "You will do what is necessary to maintain the Thorne image during public events. Beyond that, I have no interest in your daily activities."

"The Thorne image doesn't usually include living in the Grey Zone," I said.

"It does now," he said. He tapped the screen and scrolled down a long list of data.

I looked out the window. We reached the district gate. It was a massive wall of reinforced steel. Guards with rifles stood on the platforms above us. They checked the car’s transponder. The gate ground open, the sound of metal on metal echoing through the car's frame.

Inside the Grey Zone, the streets were narrow. Water dripped from the overhead pipes. People stood in doorways, watching the car pass. Their faces were tired.

"Why did you agree to this?" I asked. "You didn't need my father's assets. He had nothing left but his name."

Julian paused. He didn't look at me, but his thumb stopped moving on the screen.

"My uncle Silas wanted the Vance name," he said. "He believes it provides a sense of history to our family’s holdings. He told me to settle the debt and take the girl. I followed his instructions."

"Silas is a sociopath," I said.

Julian finally turned his head. His eyes were dark and unreadable.

"He is the head of the Thorne family," Julian said. "His decisions are final."

"And you don't have a choice?" I asked.

"I do what is required to maintain the legacy," he said.

He went back to his tablet.

The car stopped in front of a building made of dark stone and iron. It was five stories tall and looked more like a fortress than a home. The windows were small and covered with metal grates.

The driver opened my door. I stepped out into the cold air. It smelled of burnt plastic. Julian got out and walked toward the entrance without waiting for me.

"Your belongings were delivered this morning," he said. "The staff will show you to your quarters."

I followed him inside. The lobby was functional. A man in a dark suit stood behind a small desk. He bowed as we entered.

"Mr. Thorne," the man said.

"This is Elara," Julian said. "Show her to the second floor."

Julian didn't stop. He walked to a staircase and went up. He didn't say goodbye. He didn't look back to see if I was following.

The man behind the desk looked at me. His expression was flat.

"This way, Mrs. Thorne," he said.

I followed him up the stairs. The walls were bare stone. There were no decorations. The floor was made of dark wood that creaked under my feet.

He opened a door on the second floor. "This is your suite. Dinner is served at eight. Mr. Thorne expects punctuality."

He stepped back and waited for me to enter.

The room was large but sparse. It had a bed with a grey spread, a desk, and a single chair. A window looked out over the street. My two suitcases were sitting on the bed.

I walked to the window. Below, the black car was driving away. The street was empty. The grey clouds were getting darker.

I wasn't a Vance anymore. I was a Thorne, but I was a Thorne in a district where people came to disappear.

I sat on the bed and opened my suitcase. I pulled out my laptop. I had built it myself from parts I had taken from my father's old server room. It was small and had no external markings.

I turned it on. The screen was the only bright thing in the room.

I searched for the building's wireless signal. It was hidden and encrypted. I spent the next hour working through the layers of security. It wasn't as difficult as I expected.

I accessed the building’s internal data-nodes. I looked at the security camera feeds. I looked at the utility logs. I looked at Julian Thorne's schedule.

Julian thought he had bought a wife to satisfy his uncle. He thought he had acquired a piece of collateral.

I watched the digital map of the building. I saw a small light indicating Julian was in his office on the fourth floor.

I began to map the city’s data-nodes from my new position. The Grey Zone was full of illegal connections and unmapped lines. It was the perfect place to start.
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