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Prologue
The server room sat behind the main stage of the Grand Hall. I sat in a chair made of hard plastic. The air conditioning units hummed. They kept the temperature at exactly sixty degrees Fahrenheit. This was the temperature required to prevent the Aegis core from overheating. On the wall of monitors in front of me, I watched the live feed from the ballroom.

Silas Thorne stood in the center of the podium. The lights from the ceiling hit the fabric of his black wool suit. The suit was made by a tailor in London who only worked for twelve clients. Silas looked at the camera. He did not blink. He spoke to the five hundred people in the room and the three million people watching the stream. He told them that Thorne Dynamics was the most important company in Neo Veridia. He told them that he had created a system that would predict human needs before they happened.

I looked at my hands. I wore a silver dress that Silas had chosen for me. The fabric felt tight across my ribs. My skin was pale under the fluorescent lights of the control room. I had spent three years writing the code that Silas was now describing as his own. I had worked eighteen hours a day in a basement office while he attended press conferences and dinner parties. He told the world he was a genius. He told me that I was lucky to be his wife.

I moved the mouse on the desk. I opened a window that displayed the hidden directory of the Aegis system. Six months ago, Silas had added a new folder. He had protected it with a secondary encryption layer. I had bypassed that layer last night while he was asleep. I looked at the contents of the folder now. It was called Project Spearhead. It was a contract with the Ministry of Defense. The documents showed that Silas had sold the humanitarian tracking algorithm to the military. They were going to use it to identify political dissidents in the city. They were going to use my work to arrest people.

I felt a pulse in the side of my neck. My breathing remained steady. I had learned to remain steady over the last three years. When Silas yelled at me for being too quiet at a board meeting, I remained steady. When he told me that my ideas were only valuable if he presented them, I remained steady. Today, that steadiness was a tool.

I opened the file for the gala presentation. Silas had a script on his teleprompter. I deleted the script. I replaced it with a PDF file. I titled the file Divorce_Petition_Vance_vs_Thorne. I also uploaded a copy of the military contract to the public press server. I set the timer for thirty seconds.

I stood up from the plastic chair. I took off the black jacket I had been wearing over my dress. I left the jacket on the floor. I walked to the heavy metal door of the server room. I pulled it open. The noise from the ballroom became louder. I could hear Silas’s voice echoing through the hallway. He was talking about the moral responsibility of tech leaders.

I walked down the service corridor. I passed two security guards. They recognized me. They nodded and let me through. They thought I was going to the restroom to fix my hair before joining Silas on stage for the final photo. They did not know that I had the only set of decryption keys for the Aegis core in a small drive inside my clutch bag. Without those keys, the system would stop functioning in seventy-two hours. The military would have a broken tool. Silas would have a broken company.

I reached the exit that led to the private garage. I heard a sudden change in the sound coming from the ballroom. The voice of Silas stopped. There was a long silence. Then, a lot of people started talking at once. I did not turn around. I knew what they were looking at on the big screen. They were looking at my signature on the divorce papers. They were looking at the evidence of the secret military deal.

I walked to my car. It was a simple black sedan. I had bought it with the money I had saved from a small freelance job I did before I married Silas. He didn't know I still had the car. He thought I only used the limousine service he provided. I unlocked the door and sat in the driver’s seat. The leather was cold.

I started the engine. I drove toward the gate of the Thorne Dynamics complex. The guard at the gate looked confused. He held up a hand. I did not stop. I drove past him. He did not have orders to stop the wife of the CEO.

I drove toward the industrial district of Oakhaven. The buildings here were made of gray concrete and rusted steel. There were no marble floors or London tailors here. The rain started to fall. It hit the glass of my windshield. I turned on the wipers. I turned off the GPS on the dashboard. I did not want Silas to find me. I did not want anyone to find me until I was ready.

I looked in the rearview mirror. The tall glass towers of the city center were behind me. Silas was in one of those towers. He was likely surrounded by lawyers and public relations experts now. He would be angry. He would be looking for a way to fix the situation. He would think that I was having a mental breakdown. He would think that I would come back if he promised to buy me a new house or a bigger diamond.

He did not understand that I was not a social asset. I was the person who built his world. And I had just taken the foundation away. I reached the edge of Oakhaven and parked the car in an alleyway. I walked to a small apartment building. I had rented a room there under a different name a month ago. I climbed the stairs. The air smelled like old wood and rain. I opened the door and locked it behind me.

I sat on the bed. The room was small and dark. I was twenty-eight years old. I had no husband. I had no house. I had no reputation in the Golden Circle. I looked at the drive on the table. I had the code. I had my mind. That was enough.

1. The Anniversary Gift of Freedom
The glass panel on my tablet glowed with the red lines of a military-grade encryption header.

I stood in the darkened wings of the Thorne Dynamics ballroom, the muffled roar of five hundred elite investors vibrating through the floorboards. On the screen, the core logic of my Aegis AI—the code I had spent three years building to predict and prevent food shortages in developing nations—had been gutted.

In its place were new modules: 'Target Acquisition,' 'Predictive Strike Mapping,' and 'Civilian Density Surveillance.'

I didn't blink. I didn't let my hand shake. I simply stared at the digital signature at the bottom of the file. Silas Thorne.

He hadn't just stolen my intellectual property. He had turned my life’s work into a weapon.

"Elara. There you are."

Silas stepped into the dim alcove. Even in the shadows, his presence was stifling. He was perfectly groomed, every strand of his dark hair in place, his tuxedo fitted with the kind of precision that suggested he was made of something harder than flesh. He didn't look at me; he looked at his watch.

"The board is waiting. You need to be at my side when I take the stage. Put that device away. It doesn't look right for you to be working during our anniversary gala."

"You changed the Aegis core," I said. My voice was steady, stripped of the warmth that usually filled it when I spoke to him.

Silas finally looked at me. His eyes were the color of frozen water. He adjusted his cufflinks, the silver clicking against the heavy fabric of his shirt.

"We discussed the need for expansion, Elara. The humanitarian sector is a money pit. The defense contract ensures Thorne Dynamics remains the leader in Neo Veridia for the next fifty years. It’s a legacy move. You should be proud."

"I wrote that code to save lives, Silas. Not to end them."

He stepped closer, his height looming over me. He placed a hand on my shoulder. It wasn't a gesture of affection; it was a weight designed to keep me in place.

"You wrote that code because I gave you the resources to do so. You are the silent partner, remember? My wife. The social heart of this company. Leave the logistics to the men who understand the cost of power. Now, fix your expression. We have a show to put on."

He didn't wait for my response. He turned and walked toward the stage, confident that I would follow, just as I had for three years.

I looked back down at the tablet. My fingers moved across the screen with practiced speed. I didn't go to the defense files. I navigated to the main server for the ballroom’s projection system.

Silas thought I was his greatest asset. He thought I was a quiet, brilliant girl who would keep building his empire from the shadows while he took the bows. He was wrong.

I uploaded a new file to the queue, replacing his keynote presentation.

Then, I walked out of the wings.

I didn't go to the stage. I walked to the back of the room, threading through the crowd of men in five-thousand-dollar suits and women draped in diamonds. Nobody looked at me. To them, I was just Mrs. Thorne—the woman who hosted their charity luncheons and smiled in the background of Silas’s press photos.

I reached the heavy oak doors at the rear of the gala just as the lights dimmed.

Silas stepped onto the stage. A spotlight hit him, making his pale skin look like marble. He looked magnificent. He looked like the god of Neo Veridia.

"Three years ago," Silas began, his voice projected through the room with practiced charisma, "Thorne Dynamics promised a future where technology would protect our way of life. Tonight, we reveal the next evolution of that promise. Aegis isn't just a program anymore. It is the shield that will watch over us all."

He gestured to the massive screen behind him.

"I give you the Thorne Dynamics expansion roadmap."

He clicked the remote in his hand.

Instead of a map of military surveillance hubs or growth projections, a document appeared on the sixty-foot screen.

It was a Petition for Dissolution of Marriage.

My name was at the top. His was at the bottom. The text was clear, high-resolution, and impossible to ignore.

I watched from the doorway. The room went silent. It was a vacuum of sound, the kind of silence that precedes a total structural collapse.

Silas didn't see it at first. He kept talking about global security for three more seconds before the murmurs started. When he finally turned around to look at the screen, his body went rigid.

I didn't stay to see his face. I didn't need to. I knew exactly how he looked when he lost control.

I stepped through the doors and into the cool air of the Oakhaven industrial district. The city of Neo Veridia hummed around me, a grid of neon and steel.

I reached into my bag and pulled out a small, encrypted drive. It contained the only copy of the Aegis decryption keys. Without them, the code Silas had sold to the military was a locked box. It would take his best engineers years to crack it, and by then, the system would have destabilized.

I walked toward the black sedan waiting at the curb. The driver stepped out, but I waved him off. I wanted to drive myself.

As I pulled away from the curb, I looked in the rearview mirror. Security guards were pouring out of the gala entrance. Behind them, I saw Silas. He was standing on the steps, his face illuminated by the flashing lights of the city. Even from this distance, I could see the frantic movement of his hands as he shouted into his phone.

He thought I was leaving because I was angry. He thought this was a tantrum he
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