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Prologue
I stood in the center of the Thorne Plaza ballroom. The ceiling was thirty feet high. The lights from the chandeliers hit the marble floor in circles of yellow light. Hundreds of people moved around the room. They wore dark suits and silk dresses. The air was warm from the number of bodies in the space.

Silas stood by the north window. He was thirty-four years old. He was the tallest man in the group of five. He was talking to a senator and two logistics directors. He held a glass of water. He did not drink. He liked to keep his mind clear at all times.

He wore a charcoal suit. It was made to fit his frame exactly. His hair was dark and combed back. He did not look at the people around him. He looked at the city through the glass. He spoke in a voice that stayed at one volume. He did not use his hands when he spoke.

I walked toward him. I wore a red dress. It was made of thick silk. Silas had bought me a blue dress for this night. It was the color of his company logo. I had left that dress on the floor of our bedroom. I had cut the fabric with a pair of kitchen scissors before I left the house.

My shoes made a clicking sound on the marble. A few people turned to look. I was usually the woman who stood two steps behind Silas. I was the wife who smiled and did not speak. I was the person who made sure his calendar was correct and his home was silent.

Silas saw me approaching. He did not stop talking to the senator. He waited until I was four feet away. Then he paused. He looked at my dress. His eyes stayed on the red fabric for three seconds. He looked back at my face. He did not look happy. He did not look angry. He looked like he was calculating a cost.

"Elara," he said. "You are late."

"I am not late," I said. "I am exactly on time."

I held out a blue folder. I had bought it specifically because it was his favorite color. It was the only blue thing I brought with me tonight.

He looked at the folder. He did not move his hands from his sides. "What is that?"

"The paperwork for the Silver Circle," I said.

The senator stopped drinking his wine. The two directors looked at the floor. They knew the name. The Silver Circle was the private legal system for the elite of the city. It was where people like Silas went to settle debts and end marriages without the public finding out.

Silas took the folder. He opened it with his right hand. I watched the scar on his left palm. It was a thin white line that ran from his thumb to his wrist. He had told me he got it when he was a child. He had tried to hold onto the doorframe of his family home when his father was forced to leave. The wood had splintered.

He read the first page. He did not move a single muscle in his face. He read the second page. His thumb pressed into the paper. It left a small mark.

"This is a divorce filing," he said. His voice was very quiet. It was the voice he used when he was about to fire a manager.

"Yes," I said.

"You have no grounds," he said. "Our contract is for ten years. We have five years remaining."

"I have the logs from the secondary server, Silas. I have the records of the gambling debts my parents owed you. I have the proof that you bought the marriage contract before I was told about it."

He closed the folder. The sound was like a book hitting a table. He looked at me. He looked at me for a long time without blinking. He was looking for the woman who used to be afraid of him. He was looking for the girl who had been sold to him to save a family name.

He didn't find her. I had cut my hair an hour ago. It was a short bob now. The edges were not straight. I had done it myself in the mirror of a gas station bathroom.

"You think you can survive without me?" he asked. "You have no money. You have no career."

"I have the money I took from the joint account this afternoon," I said. "It is exactly half of the liquid assets. The Silver Circle rules allow it when the marriage is dissolved for fraud."

Silas stepped closer to me. He was close enough that I could see the grey rings in his eyes. He smelled like nothing. He did not wear cologne. He liked everything to be clean and empty.

"I will find you," he said.

"I am not hiding," I said. "I am leaving."

I turned around. I walked toward the exit of the ballroom. I did not look back. I felt the eyes of the guests on my red dress. I felt the silence that followed me.

I reached the large glass doors. The rain was hitting the window. It was a heavy storm. The water ran down the glass in long streaks. I saw a man standing near the elevators. He was taller than Silas and had a wider build. He wore a grey coat.

It was Julian. Silas’s brother. He had been away for three years. He did not speak to me. He just watched me pass. He looked at the folder in Silas’s hand in the distance. He had a look on his face that was not a smile, but it was not a frown either.

I walked out into the rain. The water was cold. It soaked through my silk dress in seconds. I walked to the black sedan waiting at the curb. I had paid the driver in cash.

I got into the backseat. The driver looked at me in the mirror. He did not ask questions. He put the car in gear.

I looked at the Thorne Plaza. Silas was standing on the balcony of the ballroom now. The rain was hitting him too. He did not move to get out of the weather. He held the blue folder against his chest. He looked at the car. He looked like he was trying to memorize the license plate.

He thought he was still in control. He thought this was a problem he could fix with a check or a phone call. He thought I was coming back to the house.

He was wrong. I had been a corporate spy before my parents sold me to him. I knew how to disappear. I knew how to change my identity. I knew how to wait for the right moment to strike.

For five years, I had been his ghost wife. I had watched him build his empire on the backs of other people. I had learned every secret he had.

Now, I was going to use them.

The car drove away from the curb. The lights of the city blurred in the rain. I reached into my bag and pulled out a small device. It was a hardware key for his main supply chain server. I had taken it from his nightstand while he was in the shower.

Silas Thorne was a tyrant. He believed that everything in the world had a price. He believed that he owned the air I breathed.

I looked at the hardware key. It was a small piece of black plastic. It was worth more than his house. It was the only thing he cared about besides his own power.

I put it back in my bag. The car turned the corner, and the Thorne Plaza disappeared from view. The divorce had started. The trial would be private, but the damage would be total.

I was not his wife anymore. I was his replacement.

1. The Gala Exit: A Paper Cut to the Ego
I stood exactly three inches to the left of Silas Thorne. This was the distance he preferred. It allowed him to gesture with his right hand without hitting my shoulder. It kept me within his reach but out of his way.

The Grand Meridian ballroom was filled with the sound of three hundred people talking at once. The floor was polished wood. The walls were covered in silk wallpaper. Above us, the chandeliers held thousands of glass crystals. They did not move. Nothing moved in a room Silas controlled unless he permitted it.

Silas held a glass of scotch in his right hand. He did not drink it. He held it so the amber liquid stayed perfectly level. His left hand rested on my waist. His fingers were long. I felt the heat of his palm through the thin fabric of my dress. He had a white scar on that palm. It was a thin line that ran from the base of his thumb to his wrist. He had told me once that he got it when he was a child, trying to hold onto something that didn't belong to him.

He was talking to a man named Arthur Sterling. Sterling owned a fleet of cargo planes. He was older than Silas, but he stood with his shoulders hunched. He looked at Silas’s tie instead of his eyes.

'The contract is clear, Arthur,' Silas said. His voice was low. It did not carry far, but Sterling flinched as if Silas had shouted. 'You provide the hangars. I provide the fuel. The profit split is sixty-forty.'

'The insurance costs are rising, Silas,' Sterling said. He wiped his face with a white cloth. 'I can’t maintain the fleet on forty percent.'

Silas squeezed my waist. It was a sharp, brief pressure. I knew what it meant. I reached for a tray of appetizers held by a passing waiter. I picked up a small piece of toast with salmon. I held it out toward Sterling.

'Have you tried the salmon, Mr. Sterling?' I asked. My voice was steady. I had practiced this tone for five years. It was the tone of a woman who did not have thoughts of her own.

Sterling looked at me. He looked at the salmon. He took it. His hand shook.

'Thank you, Elara,' he said.

'The split is sixty-forty,' Silas repeated. He didn't look at me. He didn't thank me. I was a tool he used to break the tension so he could apply it again. 'If you don't like the terms, I will buy your hangars at the liquidation price next month.'

Sterling didn't argue. He nodded and walked away. He left the salmon on a nearby table. He didn't eat it.

Silas turned his head slightly. His eyes were dark grey. They were the color of lead. He looked at my face. He looked at my hair. It was platinum blonde. It was long. It reached the middle of my back. He had made me grow it. He said it made me look like the woman he wanted to see when he came home.

'You’re late with the social rotation,' Silas said. 'Go talk to the Mayor’s wife. Tell her we’re donating to the hospital wing.'

'No,' I said.

Silas didn't move. He didn't blink. His hand stayed on my waist, but the fingers tightened. I felt the pressure against my ribs.

'What did you say?' he asked.

'I said no, Silas.'

I reached into my small clutch. The bag was made of silver mesh. It was cold against my fingers. I pulled out a cream-colored envelope. It was thick. It was heavy. I held it up between us.

Silas looked at the envelope. He didn't take it. He looked back at my eyes. He was looking for fear. He was looking for the submissive girl my parents had sold to him to pay off their gambling debts. He didn't find her.

'Take it,' I said.

He took the envelope. He moved slowly. He used his left hand, the one with the scar. He tore the top of the paper with a quick motion. He pulled the documents out. He didn't read the whole thing. He only read the first page.

Petition for Dissolution of Marriage.

His face did not change. He did not get angry. He did not look surprised. He looked at the paper the way he looked at a bad shipping manifest. He looked at it as if it were a clerical error.

'Is this a joke, Elara?' he asked. His voice was flat. 'If this is about the trip to the coast I cancelled, it’s a poor way to show your frustration.'

'It’s not a joke. I’ve signed the papers. My lawyer has the originals.'

Silas stepped closer to me. He was much taller. He used his height to shadow me. Most people backed away when he did this. I stood my ground. My heels were four inches high. I felt the hard floor beneath them.

'You have nothing,' Silas said. He spoke into my ear so the people around us couldn't hear. 'You have no money. Your parents live in a house I own. They drive cars I paid for. If you walk out that door, I will take everything from them. I will leave you in the dirt.'

'You already took everything from me, Silas. You can’t take what’s already gone.'

I reached up and unlatched the diamond necklace around my neck. It was heavy. It was worth more than the average house in this city. I dropped it. It didn't fall far. It landed in the pocket of his suit jacket.

'Keep the rocks,' I said. 'I don't want them.'

I turned around. I didn't run. I walked. I walked past the CEO of a tech firm. I walked past a woman in a red dress who had been trying to get Silas’s attention all night. I walked toward the giant oak doors at the end of the ballroom.

I felt Silas’s eyes on me. I knew he wanted to stop me. I knew he wanted to grab my arm and drag me into a private room. But he wouldn't do it. There were too many cameras. There were too many witnesses. Silas Thorne was a man of order. A scene was the one thing he couldn't control.

I pushed the doors open. The lobby was quiet. The air was cooler here. I walked across the white marble floor. My shoes made a clicking sound. It was the only sound in the room.

I reached the front entrance. The doorman held the glass door open for me.

'Your car, Mrs. Thorne?' he asked.

'No,' I said. 'Not my car.'

I walked down the stone steps. It was raining. The water was cold. It soaked into my silk dress instantly. It made the fabric heavy and dark. I didn't care. I walked to the curb. A yellow taxi was waiting. I had called it twenty minutes ago from the powder room.

I got into the back seat. The interior smelled of old plastic and cleaning fluid. It was the best thing I had ever smelled.

'Where to, lady?' the driver asked. He looked at me in the rearview mirror. He looked at my wet dress and my messy hair.

'The Low District,' I said. 'Eighth and Main.'

The taxi pulled away from the curb. I looked out the back window. I saw Silas. He was standing at the top of the steps. The rain was falling on him. He didn't have a coat. He held the white papers in his hand. He didn't move. He looked like a statue.

I reached into my bag. I pulled out a pair of heavy kitchen scissors I had hidden there earlier. I grabbed the length of my hair. I didn't use a mirror. I didn't hesitate. I pushed the blades through the platinum strands.

The hair fell away in a thick clump. I cut again. And again. I felt the weight lift from my scalp. I felt the cold air on my neck. I dropped the hair on the floor of the taxi. It looked like a dead animal in the dim light.

I looked at the driver’s mirror. My hair was short now. It was jagged. It was uneven. It was perfect.

'You okay back there?' the driver asked.

'I'm fine,' I said. 'I'm better than fine.'

We drove for twenty minutes. The buildings got smaller. The lights got dimmer. The glass in the windows was cracked. This was the part of the city Silas never visited. This was the part of the city he had tried to erase from my memory.

The taxi stopped in front of a brick building. It was five stories high. The paint was peeling. I paid the driver with a hundred-dollar bill. I didn't wait for the change.

I walked up the stairs to the third floor. The hallway smelled of onions and damp wood. I reached apartment 3C. I pulled a key from my bra. I had kept it there all night.

I unlocked the door and went inside. The room was small. There was a bed with a grey blanket. There was a wooden table. On the table was a laptop. It was an old model. It was grey and scratched.

I sat down. I didn't take off my wet clothes. I didn't turn on the lights. I opened the laptop. The screen glowed. The light reflected off my eyes.

I typed in a string of numbers. I had memorized them three years ago. I had watched Silas type them into his private server a hundred times while I served him his late-night tea.

He thought I was a ghost. He thought I was a piece of furniture that breathed.

I hit the enter key.

A list of files appeared. Shipping manifests. Off-shore account numbers. Names of judges in the Silver Circle. Personal memos about illegal warehouse seizures.

I wasn't just a wife. I was a corporate spy before my parents sold me to settle a debt. Silas had forgotten that. He thought he had tamed me. He thought he had turned a wolf into a lapdog.

I looked at the folder labeled 'Project H.' It was his plan to take over the city’s entire supply chain by the end of the year. It was worth billions.

I clicked the delete button on the first file. A box popped up on the screen. 'Are you sure you want to permanently delete this file?'

I didn't click yes. Not yet. I wanted him to see it. I wanted him to know it was me.

I opened a new message window. I typed in his private email address.

'I took the hair you liked,' I wrote. 'Now I'm taking the company you love. Happy anniversary, Silas.'

I hit send.

I stood up and walked to the window. The rain was still falling. I could see the lights of the Grand Meridian in the distance, high up on the hill. It looked small from here.

I reached up and touched my short hair. It felt rough. It felt real.

The tyrant had lost his wife. Now he was going to lose his throne.
2. Empty Hangers and Silent Halls
The screen of my phone stayed bright in the dark. The email from Elara stayed open.

'I took the hair you liked. Now I'm taking the company you love. Happy anniversary, Silas.'

I looked at the text for one minute. I did not move. I did not blink. The moisture from the rain on my face ran down my neck and soaked into my collar. The paper she had handed me—the divorce petition—was a wet weight in my other hand.

I swiped to the server app. The logs showed an IP address I didn't recognize. Access was granted through my primary administrator credentials. She had my password. She had the biometric bypass I thought only I possessed.

'Sir?'

My driver, Arthur, stood by the open door of the black sedan. He held a black umbrella over his head. He looked at the papers in my hand and then at my face. I didn't answer him. I walked past him and sat in the back seat.

'Home,' I said.

'Yes, sir.'

He closed the door. The sound of the rain stopped. The interior of the car smelled of leather and the cleaning solution Arthur used every morning. I looked at the partition. I tapped the screen on the armrest to pull up the live feed of the Thorne Logistics mainframes.

Red lines blinked across the monitor. Data was moving. Files were being copied. I tried to input an override code. The screen flashed white.

'Access Denied,' the system text read.

I pressed my left thumb against the scanner.

'Identity Not Recognized.'

I rubbed the scar on my left palm. It felt thick and dry. I had received it when I was twelve, and now it was the only thing that felt grounded. I was being locked out of my own life. My wife, the woman who sat at the end of my dinner table for ten years without saying more than a sentence, had changed the locks on my digital empire.

I looked out the window. The city lights were blurred by the water on the glass. We passed the financial district. We passed the bridge. We climbed the hill toward the estate.

I thought about the gala. I thought about the way Elara had looked when she stood in front of me. She hadn't been wearing her wedding ring. I hadn't noticed until she handed me the papers. I had been looking at her face, but I hadn't seen the change in her eyes. They weren't soft. They were the color of the sky before a storm.

Arthur stopped the car at the gates. The iron bars slid open. We drove up the long driveway lined with oak trees. The house sat at the top. It was three stories of white stone and glass. Usually, the lights in the foyer were on. Usually, the lamp in the library stayed lit until I went to bed.

Tonight, the house was dark.

I didn't wait for Arthur to open my door. I stepped out into the driveway. I walked to the front door and placed my hand on the handle. It was unlocked.

I pushed the door open. The foyer was empty. The air felt still. There was no scent of the lilies Elara usually ordered for the vases. There was no sound of her heels on the marble.

I walked to the kitchen. The granite counters were clean. The kettle was cold. I went to the dining room. The table was polished. There were no place settings.

I headed for the stairs. I climbed them one by one. I didn't turn on the lights. I knew the layout of the halls. I knew the number of steps. I reached the master suite and pushed the double doors open.

I walked straight to the walk-in closet. I pulled the handle.

Light flooded the room as the motion sensors triggered. I stood in the center of the space. To my right, my suits hung in perfect order. Charcoal. Black. Navy. My shoes were lined up on their cedar trees.

To my left, there was nothing.

The shelves where her bags sat were bare. The long racks for her dresses were empty. The hangers were silver and vacant. They hung from the rod at slight angles.

I walked further into the closet toward her vanity. This was where she spent thirty minutes every morning. This was where she brushed the hair that reached the middle of
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