
Chapter 1

	Back then, when the Whitfields went bankrupt, it was the Holts who used a humiliating arranged-marriage proposal to break Adrian and Camille up.

	Now — now that Adrian's neural interface technology had succeeded, now that he was a national scientific hero — I was the one being called the home-wrecker. The mistress who had wedged her way between Adrian and Camille's eight-year love.

	Even my teenage years — when I'd kept a respectful distance from them, when I'd helped them get back together every time they broke up, when I'd carefully hidden my own feelings for him — even all that had been dragged out and rewritten as cunning manipulation.

	Nobody remembered that I had married into the Whitfields with nothing — no dowry, no ceremony. That I had worked like a draft animal to pay down their family debt and fund Adrian's research.

	The internet collectively celebrated the news that I was terminally ill. People photoshopped my mock funeral portraits and posted them online.

	They didn't even spare my child.

	In the neighborhood park, Rory stood in front of me, two tears welling in her eyes, like a tiny soldier, shouting at the neighborhood children throwing pebbles at us: "Apologize to my mommy! My mommy is not a mistress! My mommy has a marriage certificate! Do your mommies and daddies even have one?"

	I was coughing so hard my vision blurred, terrified she'd get hit. I bent down to pull her into my arms — and my body gave out. I collapsed and pinned her to the ground.

	Thank God my in-laws came running. They got us home.

	The story was online within an hour. They said I was faking to play the victim.

	When Adrian got home, he was furious — at me. "I told you. Stay home for a few days. Wait for the storm to pass. Why won't you listen?"

	He didn't ask if Rory was hurt. He didn't ask if I was hurting. He only blamed me for stirring up more bad press, for making more trouble.

	Camille, clinging to his arm, soothed him: "Adrian. Wren didn't mean it. She doesn't understand how important this stage of your research is. Don't be angry."

	I went still for one beat. Then I started to laugh, cold.

	I didn't understand?

	When the Whitfields had crashed, no investor would touch Adrian. The whole family put together couldn't qualify for a thirty-dollar payday loan.

	Pregnant, I had gone out to broker deals. Paid down their debt while raising his research funds.

	There was one time when I had scraped together $9,800 — but I was $1.34 short of what Adrian urgently needed to buy three grams of a critical compound.

	I'd been running a high fever. I couldn't afford to see a doctor. I sat in a flowerbed in the blazing summer noon, trying to use the sunlight as antibiotics, and cried. A man came by collecting hair for wig-makers. I sold him my hair — ten years' worth, grown out to my waist — for two hundred and seventy dollars.

	A hundred went to the compound. The rest bought formula for Rory, who'd been losing weight on the cheap stuff.

	There is the blood of my exhaustion running through every page of Adrian's research.

	And this woman — Camille — who had never been part of any of it, told me I didn't understand?

	I had been ready to die quietly. Just the last month, in peace.

	But they wouldn't let me be quiet.

	So nobody was going to be quiet.

	


Chapter 2

	"Adrian. When are you going to clear my name? Cough — cough — cough." I handed Rory off to his parents and squared off with him.

	His face went cold. He repeated the excuse he'd given me before.

	Camille had a nervous condition. Neurasthenia.

	A week ago, he had used that excuse — on the very day we were supposed to be re-doing our wedding photos — to move her into our house, to have his mother accept her as a goddaughter, to have Rory call her "Auntie Camy."

	Now he was using the same excuse to say he was afraid that if he publicly cleared my name, the internet mob would turn on Camille instead.

	"So because I'm terminally ill, it's fine for the mob to come at me? Because Rory is little, it's fine for her to be bullied?"

	The veins on the back of his hand stood out. "Wren. Don't be unreasonable."

	"Am I wrong, Adrian? Do you still remember you're a father? You brought another woman into our house. Into your bedroom. Into my chair. You rubbed your leg against hers under the dinner table, held her arm in public — and meanwhile the legal wife was getting buried alive online as a home-wrecker, and our four-year-old was being mocked as a bastard. You wouldn't let us defend ourselves. You wouldn't even let us complain. When you married me, you swore you would be good to me. Is THIS your idea of good?

	"Adrian — I have ONE MONTH LEFT. You can't even wait one month. You're so impatient you'd rather kill me yourself?"

	Words I had never used before. They tore down whatever pretense the three of us had been keeping up.

	Adrian stared at me, cold. After a long moment, he turned his head and let out a bitter little laugh. "You regret it?"

	The sentence went through me like a knife.

	I had wanted — just once — for him to listen and understand me. He had never spared the second. He just handed down his verdicts.

	Lucky for me, I'd already learned not to expect anything from him.

	I let the silence sit. Then I answered. "Yes. Adrian. Let's get divorced."

	Every word, a drop of heart-blood.

	He and Camille had been together from the school uniforms to the wedding gowns. My love and my labor for him had also stretched from a school uniform to today.

	Fourteen years.

	More than half my life had been about him.

	Carving him out was going to hurt. But I had Rory to think about. There was no way Camille was ever going to allow a child who was the living proof of Adrian's union with me to grow up safely in this house.

	I was going to take Rory back to my parents.

	A crash. Adrian had kicked the coffee table in front of me clean over.

	Glass shards went flying.

	A piece cut my cheek.

	He walked through the broken glass and bent down to wipe the blood off my face. "I refuse. When we married, you said it yourself: in this marriage, the only exit is death. No divorce."

	The whole thing ended with Camille moving out.

	The day she left, she sent me a text:

	"Wren. Don't think I don't see what you're doing — pulling back to push forward. Take a hint. Get out. Or I can't promise what happens next."

	


Chapter 10

	I found out soon enough.

	On Rory's birthday, Adrian brought home a child.

	A child whose face looked a little like Rory's.

	Holding the birthday cake, looking at the timid little figure and at Adrian's bright, expectant face, I vomited again.

	He thought a stand-in would make me happy?

	NO.

	It was an insult. My Rory had been the only Rory in the world.

	How DARE he.

	The day went chaotic. The child screaming. My parents pleading. A dim net of noise closing over me.

	My mother: "Adrian! You've already driven her INSANE! Why won't you let her go?"

	I was very confused. What was she talking about? I was perfectly clear-headed.

	


Chapter 11

	After a quiet week, Adrian relaxed his vigilance.

	I used the opening to search his desk. In a drawer I found a diagnosis.

	Bipolar disorder. Dissociative identity disorder. Severe aggressive tendencies.

	Oh. So I had really gone insane.

	But then — if I was insane — why wasn't I seeing Rory?

	I suspected the diagnosis was fake.

	I pulled it out and hid it inside a hollow bedpost.

	That evening when Adrian came home, I watched him pace back and forth. Several times he started to ask me something, then swallowed it.

	On about the hundred-and-third time he looked at me, I asked: "What are you looking for?"

	His eyes shifted. "Did you — never mind."

	"Were you looking for the diagnosis?"

	"You know!"

	"Then it really IS real."

	I still couldn't believe it. How could I be insane?

	I decided to ignore Adrian. Watch a little more.

	Because I also didn't know if HE was just a hallucination I was producing because I so badly wanted to be insane.

	Three days later, I opened the bedpost. The diagnosis was still there.

	So. I really had lost my mind.

	I took the diagnosis and went to find Camille.

	Camille told me the truth. After I'd been hit with the breach-of-contract damages, I had broken.

	To pay my fees and my treatment costs, Adrian — who had never bent a knee to anyone in his life — had gone to an old enemy and sold the rights to his neural interface technology.

	I had been fracturing myself into multiple illustrators and signing fake electronic contracts with myself. And inventing the client too.

	"Now that you know the truth, you can finally divorce him."

	Camille's words told me something useful: Adrian wasn't entirely indifferent to me. He felt guilt. Heavy, heavy guilt.

	Good.

	A revenge plan started forming.

	That night I told Adrian I knew everything.

	"I don't want your guilt. We divorce. Even if I die, I won't use your dirty money."

	I had my phone on speaker. I wanted Camille to hear this herself.

	Adrian gripped my chin. His eyes were red. "Then deal with it. Wren. I will not let you die. Give that idea up. Once I'm tired of caring for you, I'll let you go."

	Me: "I don't need your care. If you don't let me go, I'll die in front of you."

	Adrian: "Wren. Don't you love me at ALL anymore?" He roared.

	Me: "No."

	After a long beat, he lowered his head and pulled me into his arms. "Doesn't matter. You're going to live. Whether you like it or not."

	Me: "I'll live, but only if you die."

	Over and over and over again. He was looking at me like my hatred was wounding him personally.

	"Do you HAVE to be this cruel?"

	"Wren. All these years. Doesn't anything I've done for you count?"

	"Okay. I promise. Three months from now, whether I'm tired of you or not, I will — I will go pay Rory's life-debt. But in the meantime, you have to eat. Take your medication. Get stronger."

	I didn't say anything.

	At this point, anything that crossed Adrian — even if it was supposedly for my own good — I refused to agree to.

	I couldn't even bring myself to lie to him to soothe him.

	He stared at me for a long time and gave a tired laugh.

	"Stubborn."

	He leaned in to kiss me. I dodged.

	He pinned my head with both hands and bit two teeth marks into my forehead.

	"Promise me. You have to do the surgery. I can't—"

	He couldn't lose Rory and then lose me too. I knew that's what he was trying to say. But he swallowed it.

	Too sentimental. His pride wouldn't let him finish.

	"Just be good. I'll do everything you want."

	His warm breath, wet and broken, fell against the back of my neck.

	For one second, something in me softened. I knew he was hurting.

	Just one second.

	I would never forget the sight of my baby's tiny body under the rose vines.

	He had helped someone murder my daughter.

	After he hung up, my phone buzzed. A text from Camille:

	"That's IT? As long as you let go of Adrian, all of that is music to my ears!"

	Music?

	I laughed.

	The kind of music that made her smash up her own dining table in jealousy?

	We were both operators. She couldn't fool me.

	My plan had only just started.

	"Then make sure you stay on the line
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