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Chapter 1 — The Chain Around Her Neck

	 

	The dead did not always stay buried; sometimes they came back polished, shining, and warm against another woman’s skin.

	Serena Vale did not understand that thought when it first crossed her mind.

	Not fully.

	Not yet.

	At first, all she knew was that the clubhouse smelled wrong.

	Not bad. Wrong.

	It smelled the way Iron Front always smelled on memorial nights—old smoke trapped in wood, spilled whiskey, engine oil baked into denim, leather warmed by bodies, and the faint bite of gun cleaner from men who never entered a room without preparing to leave it bloody.

	But beneath it tonight was something sweeter.

	Vanilla.

	Soft. Expensive. Out of place.

	Serena paused at the entrance with one hand still on the heavy metal door, her wedding ring cold against the handle. The bass of men’s voices rolled through the main room, low and rough, broken now and then by a woman’s laugh that died too fast, like someone had remembered where they were.

	Memorial nights were not parties.

	They were warnings dressed as grief.

	A black-and-white photograph of Abel Rusk sat on the long table near the front, framed between two fat candles and a bottle of Tennessee whiskey. Abel had been dead three years, shot off his bike on County Road 9 while riding back from a weapons handoff nobody was supposed to know about. Iron Front called him brother. The town called him trouble. His sister called him the only person who ever came back for her.

	Talia Rusk.

	Serena stepped inside.

	A few heads turned.

	Not many.

	That was the first cut.

	In this clubhouse, Serena had never needed to announce herself. Men moved when she entered. Prospects straightened. Old ladies made room. Not because she demanded it, but because seven years beside Knox “Viper” Marlowe had carved her name into the bones of this place.

	President’s wife.

	Old lady.

	Keeper of books no cop would ever understand.

	The woman who had once pressed towels against a brother’s bullet wound while Knox held the back door with a shotgun.

	The woman who had ridden through hell and stayed.

	Tonight, men saw her and looked away.

	Serena kept walking.

	Her boots crossed the scarred wooden floor, each step slow enough to look calm. She passed Ryder and Smoke near the bar. Ryder lifted his beer, then lowered it without drinking. Smoke suddenly became interested in the label on his bottle.

	Cowards had small tells.

	Serena knew them all.

	Mara Quinn leaned against the far wall, arms folded, gray eyes sharp under dark lashes. Mara was not Iron Front anymore, not officially. Her man had died before Serena ever came into the club, and she had walked out with his ashes in one hand and a pistol in the other. But she still appeared on memorial nights like a ghost with better aim.

	When Mara saw Serena, her mouth tightened.

	Not sympathy.

	Warning.

	Serena’s stomach went hard.

	She found Knox near the front table.

	Of course she did.

	Men like Knox did not stand in corners. Corners were for people who needed protection. Knox Marlowe stood where rooms bent around him.

	He wore black denim over a white shirt, his president patch cut across his shoulders, his dark hair pushed back like he had dragged his hand through it too many times and gotten angry at the result. There was a fresh bruise along his jaw. His knuckles were split. He looked brutal, beautiful, and tired in the way that used to make Serena want to take him home and put her hands on the parts of him nobody else got to see.

	Beside him stood Talia Rusk.

	Serena stopped three feet inside the room.

	There it was again.

	Vanilla.

	Talia’s perfume.

	She had not worn black like the other women. Not properly. Her dress was charcoal silk, too soft for this place, too carefully helpless. It slipped off one shoulder beneath Knox’s leather jacket.

	Knox’s jacket.

	Not club property.

	His.

	Serena felt the room narrow.

	Talia’s hand rested on the edge of the memorial table near Abel’s photograph. Her eyes were red, but her mouth was steady. She looked like grief had dressed her and vanity had made the final adjustments.

	Knox leaned toward her slightly as one of the older brothers spoke about Abel’s last ride.

	Slightly.

	That was the thing about betrayal. It never needed to shout when it had already been living in the room.

	Serena watched Knox’s shoulder angle toward Talia.

	Watched Talia tilt her face toward him like she knew he would hear even the breath she did not release.

	Watched two old ladies glance at Serena, then away.

	Something cold moved down Serena’s spine.

	She had seen Talia beside Knox before.

	At first, she had explained it to herself.

	Abel’s sister. Broken girl. Club debt. A woman with no family but the men who had failed to save her brother.

	Then Talia started answering Knox’s phone when he left it on the bar.

	Then she started bringing him coffee the way Serena used to, black with one sugar when he was angry enough to pretend he didn’t need softness.

	Then she started sitting in Serena’s chair near the officers’ table.

	Then Serena had asked Knox why Talia knew about a route change before some patched brothers did.

	And Knox had looked at her like she had brought a knife to a funeral.

	“She’s Abel’s sister,” he’d said.

	As if grief was a passport into another woman’s marriage.

	Tonight, Talia wore his jacket.

	Serena waited for rage.

	It did not come.

	Not yet.

	Rage was too honest. What filled her first was something quieter, a sick rearranging of memory.

	Knox coming home late with gasoline in his hair and vanilla on his shirt.

	Knox stepping outside to take calls.

	Knox saying, “You’re tired, baby. Don’t make this into something dirty.”

	Knox correcting Serena in front of Talia when Serena questioned why the girl was sleeping upstairs at the clubhouse instead of in one of the rental rooms near the garage.

	“She’s safer here.”

	Safer.

	Serena had been unsafe in this world for seven years and never once used that word to steal another woman’s place.

	The older brother finished his speech.

	Glasses lifted.

	“To Abel,” someone said.

	“To Abel,” the room answered.

	Serena did not lift her glass because she had not taken one.

	Knox saw her then.

	Really saw her.

	His face changed.

	Not enough for anyone who did not know him. But Serena knew every language his face spoke. The tightening beside his mouth. The flicker in his eyes. The half breath he trapped before it could become a curse.

	Guilt looked ugly on him.

	Good.

	Talia followed Knox’s stare and turned.

	For one second, something like satisfaction moved across her face.

	Then she covered it with grief.

	Too late.

	Serena started walking again.

	The room sensed it before it understood it. Conversation thinned. Someone’s chair scraped backward. A prospect near the door muttered, “Shit,” under his breath.

	Knox moved first.

	“Serena.”

	His voice carried command by habit.

	It used to work on men.

	It had once worked on her.

	She did not stop until she stood in front of him and Talia, close enough to see the pulse beating at the base of Talia’s throat.

	That was when the dead came back polished.

	Serena saw the chain.

	Silver.

	Thin but strong.

	A small oval pendant rested just below Talia’s collarbone, half-hidden against her skin. It was scratched on one side from where it had scraped asphalt years ago when Serena crawled behind an overturned truck with bullets chewing bark from the trees above her head.

	Her chain.

	No.

	Not simply hers.

	The chain.

	The one Knox had fastened around Serena’s neck with hands that still shook from killing two men to get back to her. The one he had pressed his mouth against afterward, not kissing her skin first, but the silver, like the metal had carried her back to him.

	Only the woman who rides through hell with me wears this.

	The memory arrived whole.

	Blood in Serena’s mouth.

	Rain on the road.

	Knox’s voice cracking against her ear for the only time she had ever heard it break.

	“Stay with me, Vale. You hear me? Stay with me.”

	Then later, his fingers at the clasp.

	Silver cold against her throat.

	His forehead against hers.

	“Only the woman who rides through hell with me wears this.”

	Serena looked at the chain around Talia’s neck.

	The room fell away.

	Now she understood the thought that had met her at the door.

	The dead had come back polished.

	Because something sacred had been killed, cleaned, and hung on another woman like decoration.

	Serena lifted her eyes to Knox.

	“Why,” she asked, her voice calm enough to make the nearest brothers go still, “is she wearing my chain?”

	No one breathed.

	Talia’s fingers rose to the pendant.

	That tiny movement was worse than a confession. Possessive. Defensive. Familiar.

	Knox’s jaw locked.

	“Serena.”

	“Answer me.”

	His eyes cut around the room. Not to her. Around. Measuring witnesses. Calculating damage. Seeing the men, the old ladies, the candles, Abel’s photograph, the rival hang-around near the back wall pretending not to listen.

	Serena watched him choose.

	Not between two women.

	That choice had already been made somewhere in the dark, in a room that smelled like vanilla and cowardice.

	No, Knox was choosing between truth and control.

	He chose control.

	“Not here,” he said.

	There were sentences that ended marriages softly. Papers signed. Doors closed. Names no longer spoken in bed.

	And then there were sentences that took a marriage by the throat in public and snapped its neck.

	Serena stared at him.

	Not here.

	Not, I’m sorry.

	Not, I can explain.

	Not, I hurt you.

	Not even a lie.

	Not here.

	As if her humiliation had been acceptable while it stayed quiet.

	As if the wound was not the chain around Talia’s neck, but Serena daring to point at the blood.

	Something inside Serena went silent.

	Talia whispered, “This is Abel’s memorial.”

	Serena turned her head slowly.

	Talia should have been smarter than that.

	“So take off what belongs to the living,” Serena said.

	Talia’s face flushed. Her hand closed around the pendant.

	Knox stepped between them by half an inch.

	Half an inch was enough.

	Serena laughed once.

	It was not loud. It was not hysterical. It had no humor in it at all.

	Several men flinched anyway.

	“There it is,” she said.

	Knox’s eyes darkened. “Don’t.”

	“Don’t what?” Serena asked. “Don’t embarrass you? Don’t ruin the memorial? Don’t make the club uncomfortable?” She looked past him, at the men suddenly fascinated by their boots and bottles. “You all looked comfortable enough while she wore it.”

	No one answered.

	Rook Calder stood near the bar, his VP patch catching candlelight. His face was pale under his beard.

	Serena met his eyes.

	He looked away.

	There.

	Another grave opened.

	Knox lowered his voice. “Baby, we’re going outside.”

	Baby.

	The word landed like a dirty hand.

	Serena looked at his fingers when he reached for her elbow.

	He stopped before touching her.

	At least some animal part of him still wanted to live.

	“No,” she said. “You are going to stand exactly where you chose to stand.”

	Knox’s nostrils flared.

	Talia’s mouth trembled, but her eyes did not. “He gave it to me because I needed something real.”

	The room died.

	Even Knox went still.

	Serena looked at him.

	There it was.

	Not the whole story, maybe. But enough.

	He had not just touched another woman. He had given her a relic from the night Serena almost died for this club. He had taken proof of survival and used it to comfort the woman who had helped make Serena doubt her own mind.

	Serena reached for her left hand.

	Knox saw the movement.

	“Serena,” he said, and this time his voice cracked at the edge.

	Too late.

	She twisted the old lady ring from her finger.

	It resisted for one cruel second. Seven years of heat and work and blood had shaped her hand around it. Then it slid free.

	The silver band sat in her palm, heavier than it had any right to be.

	Knox stared at it like she had drawn a gun.

	Maybe she had.

	Serena stepped closer to him. Close enough to smell leather, smoke, and under it—

	Vanilla.

	Her mouth tightened.

	She picked up his whiskey glass from the memorial table. The amber liquid trembled once, catching candlelight.

	Then she dropped the ring into it.

	The sound was small.

	A soft clink.

	But every person in the clubhouse heard it.

	Serena looked at Knox for the last time as his wife.

	“You wanted private,” she said. “Keep the ring quiet too.”

	Then she turned and walked away.

	No one stopped her.

	Not Knox.

	Not Rook.

	Not the men who had once sworn they would take a bullet before letting disrespect touch her.

	Her boots crossed the clubhouse floor. The same floor she had scrubbed blood from. The same floor where Knox had once danced her barefoot at three in the morning after a war ended and before the next one began. The same floor where another woman had apparently learned how easy it was to stand in Serena’s shadow and call it home.

	At the door, Mara moved beside her.

	Not touching.

	Just there.

	Serena pushed into the night.

	Cold air hit her face, sharp enough to make her eyes burn. Bikes lined the gravel lot like sleeping beasts. Beyond the gate, the road ran black beneath the moon.

	She made it six steps before the clubhouse door opened behind her.

	Heavy boots followed.

	Not Knox.

	She knew his walk.

	This one carried guilt differently.

	“Serena,” Rook said.

	She stopped but did not turn.

	“If you came to tell me he’s sorry, swallow it before I make you choke on it.”

	Rook exhaled hard.

	“I didn’t.”

	That made her turn.

	The VP of Iron Front looked older than he had ten minutes ago. His beard could not hide the tension in his jaw. His eyes flicked toward the clubhouse, then back to her.

	Mara stood at Serena’s side, silent as a blade.

	Rook took one step closer and stopped when Serena’s expression told him the distance was already generous.

	“You need to know something before you go home,” he said.

	Serena’s fingers curled around nothing. The place where her ring had been felt naked and furious.

	“What?”

	Rook swallowed.

	“The chain ain’t the only thing she took.”

	 

	 


Chapter 2 — The Men Who Looked Away

	 

	Rook Calder had the face of a man who had spent weeks feeding silence and only now realized it had grown teeth.

	Serena stood in the gravel lot with the cold pressing through her thin black blouse, the clubhouse breathing noise behind her like a beast pretending it had not just eaten something alive. Laughter did not return inside. Neither did music. Iron Front had gone quiet after she dropped her ring into Knox’s whiskey, and that silence followed her out the door.

	Good.

	Let them choke on it.

	Mara remained at Serena’s right shoulder, close enough to step in, far enough to let Serena bleed standing up. That was Mara’s gift. She never tried to wrap wounds before the knife was out.

	Rook took off his cap and dragged one hand over his shaved head.

	“The chain ain’t the only thing she took,” he said again, lower this time.

	Serena looked at him. Really looked.

	Rook was Knox’s vice president, his shadow, his first call when a run went wrong and his last hand on a gun when peace turned false. He had stood beside Knox at Serena’s wedding, drunk and grinning, calling her the only woman mean enough to keep Viper from becoming a full-time tyrant.

	He had also looked away inside.

	That memory was fresh enough to stink.

	“What did she take?” Serena asked.

	Rook’s gaze cut toward the clubhouse door.

	Serena smiled without warmth. “Careful. If you check with your president before answering, I might start thinking loyalty makes men stupid.”

	His jaw flexed.

	Mara snorted. “Start?”

	Rook swallowed whatever he wanted to say. “I don’t know all of it.”

	“Then say the part you do know.”

	He shifted his weight, boots grinding stone. For all his size, all the tattoos running down his throat, all the patches on his cut claiming rank and violence and brotherhood, he looked suddenly like a boy caught near a broken window.

	“I saw her upstairs.”

	Serena’s lungs did not stop.

	They simply became useless for a second.

	“Where upstairs?”

	Rook did not answer fast enough.

	Serena took one step closer. “Where?”

	His eyes hardened, not with anger. With shame trying to protect itself.

	“Your hall.”

	Mara cursed softly.

	The night widened around Serena, then narrowed again until there was only Rook’s mouth, Rook’s eyes, Rook’s guilt.

	“My hall,” Serena repeated.

	“Couple weeks back. Maybe three.”

	“Couple or three?”

	“Three.”

	“Say it like a man with a spine.”

	“Three weeks back,” he said.

	There it was. A date. A shape. A corner of the coffin.

	Serena remembered three weeks ago.

	Knox had come to bed after two in the morning smelling like rain and smoke. He had stood in the shower too long, then slid beneath the covers without touching her. When Serena asked if something had happened, he had said Abel’s death always hit Talia hard around this time of year.

	Talia.

	Talia.

	Talia.

	The dead brother had become the living excuse.

	“What was she doing in my hall?”

	Rook looked past her shoulder. “Said she was looking for Knox.”

	“Did she look lost?”

	“No.”

	The answer landed clean and sharp.

	“Did you ask why she was upstairs near my apartment?”

	His silence answered first.

	Serena let it sit there, ugly and breathing.

	Finally he said, “I told her she shouldn’t be up there.”

	“And?”

	“She smiled.”

	Serena almost laughed.

	Not because it was funny. Because it was exactly right. Talia would smile. Not broadly. Not stupidly. Just enough to make a man feel cruel if he challenged her.

	Poor Talia.

	Broken Talia.

	Dead Abel’s sister.

	Grief in silk.

	A knife with wet eyes.

	“And you told Knox?” Serena asked.

	Rook’s mouth tightened.

	Mara moved before Serena could. One step forward, chin raised. “You better not make her drag this out of you piece by piece.”

	Rook looked at Mara. “I told him.”

	Serena’s fingers curled.

	“What did he say?”

	Rook breathed out through his nose. “Said he’d handle it.”

	The clubhouse door creaked open behind them.

	All three turned.

	Knox stood in the doorway.

	He had not followed her immediately. That was almost worse. He had stayed inside long enough to calculate, to be stopped, to be spoken to by men who should have been too ashamed to speak. His hair was rougher now, one hand still damp like he had washed whiskey off his fingers.

	Or maybe he had tried to wash off the sight of her ring sinking to the bottom of his glass.

	His eyes went straight to Rook.

	“What the hell are you doing?”

	Not, Serena.

	Not, Are you all right?

	Not, I’m sorry.

	What the hell are you doing?

	Serena felt something in her chest pull away from him. Not break. Breaking made noise. This was quieter. A root withdrawing from poisoned earth.

	Rook’s shoulders squared, but guilt still hung off him. “Telling her what she should’ve known.”

	Knox stepped down onto the gravel. “You don’t talk to my wife behind my back.”

	Mara’s laugh cut through the cold. “That’s rich enough to put on a tax form.”

	Knox ignored her. His stare stayed on Rook, hard and presidential, the look that made prospects stand up straighter and liars reconsider breathing.

	Rook flinched.

	Serena saw it.

	And there, under the fresh wound of Talia, came the older one.

	The club had not only hidden Knox’s betrayal because they loved him. They had hidden it because they feared him. Because his patch weighed more than her humiliation. Because men who would charge into gunfire had gone soft-spined in the face of one brother’s shame.

	Serena looked at Knox. “He saw her upstairs.”

	Knox’s eyes shifted to her.

	For one second, panic broke through.

	Then control slammed over it.

	“She got turned around.”

	Serena nodded slowly. “In the hallway to our apartment.”

	“She was upset.”

	“That hallway has one door at the end of it.”

	Knox’s jaw worked.

	Serena stepped closer, close enough that the cold between them felt almost physical.

	“Try again.”

	His nostrils flared. “Not out here.”

	There it was again.

	Not here.

	Not out here.

	Not in front of them.

	Not where anyone can hear what I did.

	Serena smiled then, and the look on Knox’s face told her he hated it.

	“Privacy,” she said, “is a privilege you lost when you let another woman wear my place in public.”

	His face went still.

	Mara’s eyes slid to Serena with something like approval.

	Rook looked down.

	Knox’s voice dropped. “You don’t want to do this with everybody watching.”

	“Everybody already watched.” Serena gestured toward the clubhouse. “That’s the part you seem committed to missing.”

	Knox took one step toward her.

	Rook instinctively moved, then stopped, caught between president and conscience.

	Serena saw that too.

	Pathetic.

	Not Rook alone. All of it. This whole kingdom of iron and leather where loyalty was preached like scripture until a woman needed truth. Then suddenly everyone became careful. Everyone became neutral. Everyone became a man looking at his boots.

	“I’m going upstairs,” Serena said.

	Knox’s gaze sharpened. “Why?”

	“To get what’s mine before more of it ends up on Talia’s body.”

	The words hit him. Good. They should.

	Knox said, “I’m coming with you.”

	“No.”

	“You are not going up there alone tonight.”

	Serena tilted her head. “Because you’re worried about me?”

	His silence lasted half a heartbeat too long.

	“Because this is my home too,” he said.

	“Then you should have remembered that before letting her into it.”

	She walked past him.

	For a second, she expected his hand to catch her arm. The old Knox would have done it—not to hurt, not exactly, but because stopping motion had always been easier for him than facing consequence. He liked doors closed, people placed, threats named.

	But his hand did not touch her.

	Maybe because Mara was watching.

	Maybe because Rook was.

	Maybe because something in Serena’s face promised blood.

	Inside, the clubhouse opened around her like a courtroom.

	No one spoke.

	The memorial candles still burned near Abel’s photograph. Knox’s whiskey glass remained on the table, her ring at the bottom, silver blurred by amber. Talia was no longer beside the table.

	Of course.

	Women like Talia knew when to vanish and leave other people standing in the wreckage.

	Serena walked through the room.

	Men parted now.

	Too late.

	Smoke muttered her name. She did not look at him. One of the younger prospects had tears in his eyes, either from guilt or fear. She did not care which. The old ladies watched her with a mixture of pity and hunger, because pain was terrible but it was also news, and news fed women trapped in rooms built by men.

	At the stairs, she stopped.

	Then turned.

	Every man in the clubhouse froze.

	Serena looked from one face to another. Ryder. Smoke. Bishop. Little Jack. The prospect near the bar. Two visiting brothers from the south charter. Rook by the door. Knox behind her.

	“How many of you knew?”

	No one answered.

	The silence was not empty.

	It was crowded.

	Serena let it fill the room until the men began to shift under the weight of it.

	“How many of you saw her take my chair?” she asked. “Answer his phone? Wear his jacket? Follow him upstairs? Ride behind him?”

	Smoke looked away.

	Bishop closed his eyes.

	One of the old ladies covered her mouth.

	Serena nodded.

	Not because she accepted it.

	Because now she knew the size of the grave.

	“This wasn’t an affair,” she said quietly. “It was a burial.”

	No one moved.

	She climbed the stairs.

	The hall above the clubhouse was colder than the main room. It always had been. Knox used to joke that the building respected violence more than marriage; heat rose everywhere except where they slept.

	Their apartment door stood closed.

	Serena had painted it red two summers ago after a rival club threw a brick through the window downstairs. Knox had hated the color until she said it reminded her of warning signs. Then he kissed her against the wet paint and left a red smear across his cheek for half a day because no one had been brave enough to tell him.

	Her hand hovered over the knob.

	For the first time in seven years, Serena did not know what waited inside her own home.

	She opened the door.

	Darkness first.

	Then familiar shapes.

	The lamp with the cracked shade. The old leather couch Knox refused to replace because Serena had once fallen asleep on it wearing his cut and nothing else after too much whiskey. The kitchen counter with two mugs in the sink. The narrow hallway leading to the bedroom. Her boots by the door.

	Everything looked almost right.

	Almost was cruel.

	She stepped inside.

	Knox entered behind her despite her order. Mara stayed at the doorway. Rook did not come up; at least shame had taught him one boundary.

	Serena ignored Knox and went straight to the bathroom.

	The first sign sat beside the sink.

	A black hair tie.

	Serena stared at it.

	She did not use hair ties. Her hair was too thick; she used pins, clips, sometimes one of Knox’s bandanas when she was cleaning or cooking or leaning under the hood of his bike while he stood behind her pretending not to stare.

	Talia’s hair was long, black, and always loosely tied when she wanted to look fragile.

	Serena picked up the hair tie with two fingers.

	Knox appeared in the bathroom doorway.

	His face changed.

	A tiny thing. A tightening.

	Enough.

	Serena held it up. “She got turned around in my bathroom too?”

	“Serena—”

	She dropped it into the trash.

	Not because it belonged there.

	Because touching it longer made her want to peel her own skin off.

	On the shelf by the mirror sat a perfume bottle.

	Half-used.

	Glass square.

	Gold cap.

	Vanilla.

	Serena laughed once under her breath.

	There it was. The wrong smell in the clubhouse. The wrong smell in her home. The wrong smell on Knox’s shirt.

	She picked it up and turned it in her hand.

	“Did she leave this here after getting turned around, or did you buy her a map?”

	Knox rubbed a hand over his mouth. “I didn’t know that was here.”

	That, Serena believed.

	Not because he was innocent.

	Because men like Knox missed details once the damage stopped serving them. He would remember the lie, the room, the body. But not the perfume bottle left like a flag in his wife’s bathroom.

	Serena set the perfume down very carefully.

	If she threw it, the room would smell like Talia for months.

	She walked to the bedroom.

	Knox followed.

	“Stop trailing me like a guilty dog,” she said.

	He stopped.

	The bedroom was dim, the curtain half-open to the yard lights below. Their bed was made, but wrong. The blanket pulled too tight on Knox’s side. Serena never tucked it that way. Knox never made beds at all unless he was hiding from a feeling.

	She moved to his nightstand.

	A lighter sat beside the lamp.

	White enamel. A small red rose painted on one side.

	Talia’s.

	Serena had seen it in her hand last month when Talia leaned against Knox’s bike, laughing up at him while he lit her cigarette. Serena had been carrying a box of old receipts into the clubhouse office. Knox had taken the box from her, kissed her forehead, and told her she worked too hard.

	Talia had watched the kiss.

	No.

	Not watched.

	Measured.

	Serena picked up the lighter.

	Her hand was steady.

	That offended her somehow. Some hysterical part of her wanted a tremor, wanted proof that this was breaking her properly. Instead, she felt clean with fury. Hollowed by it. Sharpened.

	Knox spoke from the doorway. His voice was lower now.

	“It didn’t happen here.”

	Serena turned.

	For a moment, all the air left the room.

	There were so many things he could have said.

	She had been here once.
I’m sorry.
I was wrong.
I’ll tell you everything.

	Instead, he offered geography.

	As if betrayal respected walls.

	Serena looked at the bed they had shared for years. The bed where he had held her after miscarried hope they never named out loud. The bed where he had whispered plans into the back of her neck at dawn. The bed where she had learned every scar on his body and believed knowing them meant she knew the man.

	“It didn’t happen here,” she repeated.

	Knox flinched.

	Good.

	“I should put that on a pillow,” she said. “Maybe it’ll help me sleep.”

	“Don’t do that.”

	“Do what?”

	“Cut me like that.”

	Something in Serena finally moved.

	Not toward tears.

	Toward violence.

	She crossed the room until she stood inches from him. Knox did not move back. Pride kept his boots planted. Shame kept his eyes on hers.

	“You brought her smell into my bathroom,” Serena said. “Her lighter beside the bed where I slept. Her hair tie by my sink. You let her wear my chain in front of men who have eaten at my table and bled on my floor. And you are standing here asking me not to cut you?”

	His throat worked.

	“Serena—”

	“No.” Her voice was soft enough to be dangerous. “You don’t get my name like that tonight.”

	His eyes darkened with pain.

	For one stupid, treacherous second, she remembered loving those eyes. Remembered them finding her across smoky rooms. Remembered how safe she used to feel when they narrowed at anyone who came too close.

	Now she wondered how many times those same eyes had softened for Talia while Serena was downstairs balancing accounts and defending his choices to men who knew she was being made a fool.

	The thought stripped mercy out of her.

	She went to the closet and pulled a duffel from the top shelf.

	Knox moved immediately. “You’re not leaving like this.”

	Serena did not look at him. “Watch me.”

	“It’s late.”

	“Time didn’t bother you when you were taking calls outside.”

	His mouth shut.

	She opened drawers.

	Jeans. Underwear. Two shirts. The black sweater Mara had once said made her look like a widow before the body dropped. Serena almost smiled at that, then didn’t.

	Knox stayed in the doorway, big and useless.

	“I can explain,” he said.

	She folded a shirt with shaking precision. “I’m sure you can.”

	“Then let me.”

	“No.”

	“You asked in front of everyone—”

	“I asked why she was wearing my chain.” Serena shoved the sweater into the bag. “You answered with your priorities.”

	His voice roughened. “That is not fair.”

	She stopped.

	Turned.

	Knox seemed to regret the words before they finished existing.

	Serena stared at him until the room itself seemed to recoil.

	“Fair,” she said.

	He closed his eyes.

	“No, don’t hide now.” She stepped toward him. “Say it again.”

	“I didn’t mean—”

	“Say fair again while her perfume is in my bathroom.”

	Knox opened his eyes.

	There was panic in them now. Not rage. Panic.

	Maybe he was finally understanding that she was not performing anger. She was removing herself from his reach in real time, thread by thread, and he did not know which one to grab without cutting his hands.

	“I messed up,” he said.

	The words were so small she almost pitied him.

	Almost.

	“You don’t mess up another woman into your wife’s home.”

	His jaw tightened. “I didn’t bring her here for that.”

	Serena went still.

	The room waited.

	Knox realized it a second too late.

	“For what?” she asked.

	He looked away.

	Wrong move.

	Serena laughed again, quieter, colder
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