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Prologue
I held the ceramic blade against the man’s throat. He didn't breathe. He didn't move. I shifted my weight, feeling the cold concrete through my thin shoes. This was the third person I had neutralized in the last ten minutes. They were sloppy. They were loud. They didn't belong in this sector of the shipping docks.

I moved my thumb. I felt the pulse in his neck. It was fast. He was terrified of the woman who had appeared out of the dark. I didn't look at his face. I didn't want to remember him. I pushed the blade just hard enough to break the skin.

"Who sent you?" I asked. My voice was a whisper. It was steady. There was no trace of the stutter I used at home.

He tried to speak. I pressed harder. He stopped. I saw the tattoo on his wrist. It was a series of numbers. I recognized the sequence. It belonged to a group that should have stayed in the desert five years ago.

I pulled back. I hit the nerve at the base of his skull with the butt of my knife. He went limp. I lowered him to the ground. I wiped the blade on his sleeve and tucked it into the hidden sheath in my waistband.

I reached for the railing. I pulled myself up. My muscles ached, but it wasn't the fake exhaustion I showed Julian. This was the burn of a body pushed to its limit. I hadn't fought like this in three years. I checked the time. I had sixty seconds to reach the perimeter fence before the security sweep.

I ran. I didn't stumble. I didn't stop to catch my breath. I reached the black SUV parked two blocks away. I climbed into the back seat. I pulled a vial from my bag. I rubbed the liquid under my eyes. It made the skin look bruised and thin. I took a deep breath and let the tension leave my frame.

I slumped against the door. I waited for the driver to speak.

"Are we clear?" the man in the front asked. It was Marcus. He was the only one on my personal payroll who knew the truth.

"For now," I said. My voice was different now. It was thin and fragile. "Get me to the restaurant. Julian is already there. He hates it when I make him wait."

The drive took twelve minutes. I spent that time practicing the tremor in my right hand. I watched it move. It looked real. I had spent months in front of a mirror making sure the movement was inconsistent enough to be believable.

The car stopped in front of the glass tower. The valet opened the door. I didn't get out immediately. I waited for Marcus to come around and offer his arm. I took it. I put all my weight on him. I let my knees buckle slightly as I stepped onto the pavement.

"Careful, Mrs. Vane," he said. His face was a mask of professional concern. I knew he was thinking about the man I had just left unconscious in the dirt.

I nodded. I walked into the lobby. The light was too bright. I squinted. I looked like a woman who couldn't handle the world. I looked like the weak wife Julian wanted me to be.

Julian was standing at the bar. He wore a suit that fit him perfectly. He looked like he owned every person in the room. He saw me and checked his watch. He didn't smile.

I walked toward him. Every step looked like an effort. I made sure my breathing was audible when I finally reached him.

"You're late, Seraphina," he said. He didn't move to help me. He just watched me approach with an expression of mild distaste.

"The car was slow," I said. I reached for the edge of the bar to steady myself. "The traffic was bad. I had to sit down for a moment in the lobby."

He reached out and took my hand. He felt the tremor. He frowned. It was a look of annoyance, not worry. He didn't like it when my health issues interfered with his schedule.

"You should have taken your medication before you left the house," he said. "You're shaking. People are looking at us."

"I'm sorry," I said. I looked down at the floor. "I forgot it in the other bag."

He gripped my hand tighter. He didn't care that he was hurting me. He cared that I was an embarrassment to his image. He wanted a wife who looked like a decoration. He wanted a woman he could control through her own perceived helplessness.

"Sit down," he said. He signaled the waiter. "Get her a water. And bring a chair over here."

I sat. I played the part. I watched the people in the room. I looked for the tattoos. I looked for the men who didn't fit the expensive atmosphere. Julian talked to a business associate about shipping lanes and corporate taxes. He talked about his father. He talked about the legacy he was building.

He had no idea. He thought he was the most dangerous person in the room. He thought his money made him safe. He didn't see the man by the door watching us. He didn't see the way the waiter's hand stayed close to his own jacket.

I saw everything. I felt the weight of the knife against my skin. I felt the cold air from the vents. I was the Pale Aegis. I was the woman who had ended wars before Julian even finished college. And I was sitting here, pretending to be afraid of a glass of water.

Julian leaned in. He touched my cheek. His fingers were cold.

"You're so lucky I found you, Seraphina," he whispered. "No one else would want to deal with a wife who can't even stand up on her own."

I looked into his eyes. I saw his narcissism. I saw his need to be the savior. I let a single tear roll down my face. I made it look like a sign of gratitude for his patience.

"I know," I said.

In the back of my mind, I counted the exits. I identified three weapons within reach. I knew exactly how many seconds it would take to neutralize everyone at the table if they moved toward us. I wasn't the victim he thought I was. I was the one keeping the world from crashing down on his head.

The dinner started. I moved my food around the plate. I didn't eat. I watched the shadows. The threat was closer than I thought. Elias was looking for me. The Ledger was active. And my husband was the perfect target for a man who wanted to hurt me.

Julian laughed at a joke from the man sitting next to him. He was happy. He felt in control of his life and his wife.

I felt the vibration of my phone in my clutch. I opened it under the table. A single message appeared on the screen from an unknown number.

I found you, Sera.

I closed the bag. I looked at Julian. He was smiling. He was the king of his own small world.

I took a sip of water. My hand shook. This time, I didn't have to fake the movement.

1. The Glass Bird's Tremor
The glass in my hand moved. It was a slow, rhythmic shake that I forced into my fingers. It made the water inside the crystal tumbler hit the sides. The sound was small, but in the quiet of the penthouse, it was the only thing I let Julian hear.

He stood by the window with his back to me. His suit was dark charcoal, tailored so tight that I could see the line of his shoulders. He did not turn around when I coughed. I made the cough sound dry. I made it sound like it came from a pair of lungs that had forgotten how to take a full breath.

"The doctor said the new cycle of pills should stop the shaking by now, Seraphina," Julian said. He spoke to the glass window, looking out at the city lights. His voice was even. It was the voice he used when he talked to his board of directors. It was a voice that expected things to happen because he ordered them to happen.

I gripped the glass harder. The tremor did not stop. I made sure of that. I needed him to see the weakness. I needed him to believe that the woman he married was a fragile thing that would break if he stepped too close. It was the only way I could stay hidden in plain sight.

"I think they are working," I said. I kept my voice low. I kept it thin. "It is just the evening air. It is a bit chilly in here."

Julian turned then. He walked across the room with a gait that took up space. He was thirty-four, but he carried himself with the weight of a man who owned the ground he walked on. He reached down and took the glass from my hand. His skin was warm. Mine was cold. I had spent twenty minutes in the bathroom holding my hands under ice water to make sure of it.

He set the glass on the marble coffee table. He looked at my face. He looked at the shadows I had painted under my eyes with a light gray smudge of makeup. I saw the look in his eyes. It was not pity. It was the look a man gives a car that will not start. He wanted me to be perfect because I was his. My illness was an inconvenience to his schedule.

"We have the expansion meeting with the logistics heads tomorrow night," he said. He sat on the edge of the sofa, not touching me, but close enough that I could feel the heat from his body. "I told them my wife would be there. It looks better for the image of the company. A stable man has a stable home."

I looked down at my lap. My hands were thin. I had lost weight on purpose, eating just enough to keep my muscles from failing but not enough to look healthy. "I don't know if I can stand for that long, Julian. The lights at those events... they make my head hurt."

Julian stood up again. He didn't like it when I said no. He didn't like it when his reality didn't match his plans. He walked to the sideboard and poured himself a drink. The liquid was amber. It was a thirty-year-old scotch. He didn't offer me any. He knew I only drank water and tea. He liked that I was easy to manage.

"You will sit in the VIP area," Julian said. He took a sip of his drink. "You will wear the blue silk dress. I will have the nurse give you an extra dose of the sedative before we leave. It will keep the tremors down so you don't embarrass us."

Embarrass. That was the word he used. He didn't ask how I felt. He didn't ask if the shaking hurt. He only cared about the optics. It was exactly what I wanted him to care about. As long as he was looking at the surface, he would never see what was underneath. He would never see the scars on my ribs from the shrapnel in the Red Corridor. He would never see the way my eyes tracked the two guards standing outside the door by the reflection in the TV screen.

One guard was over six feet tall. He carried his weight on the balls of his feet. He was a professional. The other one was younger. He leaned against the wall. He was lazy. I knew exactly how I would kill them both if I had to. I knew the three points in the room where the security cameras had blind spots. I knew that the heavy bronze statue on the mantle weighed exactly twelve pounds and could be used as a blunt instrument.

But I just sat there. I let my hand shake again. I let a single tear sit in the corner of my eye without letting it fall. That was a trick I had learned in the academy. It made men feel powerful. It made them feel like they were the ones in control of the air you breathed.

"I will try," I whispered.

Julian walked over and put his hand on my head. He stroked my hair once. It was a gesture he might give a dog. "Good girl, Seraphina. I am doing this for us. Once the expansion is finished, we can go to the estate in the south. You can rest there. Away from the noise."

He was lying. He would never take me to the south. He liked having me here in the city where he could show me off like a trophy he had rescued from a junk pile. He liked the story of the powerful tycoon who took care of his sick, beautiful wife. It made him look human to his competitors.

He finished his drink and set the glass down. "I have more calls to make. Go to bed. I'll have the maid bring you your tea."

He left the room without looking back. I heard the door to his office click shut. I heard the lock turn. He always locked his office. He thought he had secrets. He thought his logistics routes and his shipping manifests were the most dangerous things in the world. He had no idea that he was sleeping in the same bed as a woman who had ended a war before she was twenty-five.

I waited. I counted to sixty in my head. I didn't move a muscle. I stayed in the slumped position of a woman with chronic fatigue. I watched the clock on the wall. The second hand moved with a small click.

When the minute was up, I stood up. The tremor in my hand stopped instantly. My back went straight. My shoulders settled into their natural, broad position. The weakness left my face. I walked to the window and looked out. I wasn't looking at the lights. I was looking at the street three hundred feet below.

There was a black sedan parked across the street. It had been there for three hours. The engine was off, but the windows were tinted too dark to see the driver. I knew that car. It belonged to a man who had been dead for five years according to the official records. Elias was looking for me. He was getting closer.

I reached into the pocket of my silk robe. I pulled out a small, flat device. It was no bigger than a coin. I pressed a button on the side. A small green light blinked once. I had placed four of these around the apartment. They scrambled the audio on Julian’s bugs. He thought he was recording my every breath. All he was getting was the sound of a woman sleeping.

I walked to the kitchen. I didn't make a sound. My feet hit the floor with the silence of a cat. I opened the cabinet and pulled out the tea tin. Under the tea bags was a false bottom. I lifted it and pulled out a small, black phone. It didn't have a screen. It only had a keypad.

I typed in a sequence of numbers. The phone vibrated once.

"Report," a voice said. It was a man. He sounded old. He sounded like he had smoked a thousand cigarettes.

"He is moving the meeting to tomorrow," I said. My voice wasn't thin anymore. It was hard. It was the voice of the Pale Aegis. "He is using the logistics routes to move the Tier-0 assets. He doesn't know what they are. He thinks he is just shipping medical supplies."

"And the husband?" the voice asked.

I looked at the closed door of Julian’s office. "He is a narcissist. He sees what he wants to see. He thinks I am dying. He thinks I am a glass bird he keeps on a shelf."

"Don't get comfortable, Sera," the man said. "Elias is in the city. He knows you didn't die in the corridor. He is checking every high-profile marriage in the sector. He will find the Vane name soon."

"Let him come," I said. I looked at my hand. It was perfectly still. "I am tired of shaking."

I ended the call and put the phone back in the tin. I replaced the tea bags. I felt a small surge of energy in my legs. It was the feeling of a predator that had been sitting still for too long. My body wanted to move. It wanted to run, to jump, to fight. But I had to stay in the cage for a little longer.

I heard the maid’s footsteps in the hall. I moved back to the sofa. I slumped my shoulders. I let my head hang low. By the time the door opened, the tremor was back in my right hand. I looked up at the woman with wide, watery eyes.

"Thank you, Maria," I whispered as she set the tray down. "I don't think I can sleep without it."

She looked at me with pity. She adjusted the blanket on my legs. "You poor thing. You're so thin. You need to eat more than just crackers, Mrs. Vane."

"I try," I said. I took a sip of the tea. It was bitter. I liked the bitterness. It reminded me of the dirt in the trenches.

When she left, I stared at the door. I thought about Julian in his office, planning his empire. He thought he was the master of this house. He thought he was the one with the power. He had no idea that the only reason he was still breathing was because I hadn't decided to stop him yet.

I closed my eyes and let the mask settle back into place. Tomorrow, I would wear the blue silk dress. I would play the weak wife. I would let Julian lead me around the room like a prize. And while he was talking about logistics and profit margins, I would be marking the exits. I would be counting the guards. I would be waiting for the moment the glass bird finally broke the shelf.
2. Logistics of a Lie
I open my eyes at six in the morning before the alarm can sound.

The room is silent. The air conditioning hums at a steady sixty-eight degrees.

I sit up. My muscles protest. They are tight from a decade of training and a year of pretending they don't exist.

I walk to the bathroom. I do not stumble. I do not shake.

I look in the mirror. My skin is naturally tan, a legacy of months spent in the high-altitude sun of the border states.

I take the bottle of foundation from the cabinet. It is three shades lighter than my actual skin tone.

I apply it with a damp sponge. I cover the healthy glow of my cheeks. I blend it down my neck and onto my collarbones.

I use a grey shadow under my eyes. I make myself look like a woman who hasn't slept in a week.

I reach for the small orange bottle of pills. They are beta-blockers. They keep my heart rate low and my reactions slow.

I swallow one without water.

I hear the door to the bedroom open. I immediately lean against the marble counter.

I let my shoulders slump. I pull my elbows in toward my ribs.

Julian stands in the doorway. He is already wearing his shirt and trousers. His tie hangs untied around his neck.

He looks at me in the mirror. He does not look at my face first. He looks at my hands.

I make sure my right
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