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Chapter One

	The Life I Built

	

	

	The venue looks best at seven forty-five, in the twenty minutes before the guests arrive and after the last candle has been lit. Mara Callahan knew this the way she knew other things she'd learned by paying close attention: the way gardenias bruise if you handle them wrong, the way a client's voice pitches up slightly when they're lying about their budget, the exact moment in any event when the room tips from setup into story.

	

	She stood at the entrance to the main hall of The Foundry and let herself have it—just those twenty minutes. The space had been a casting factory once, a hundred years ago, and the bones of it showed in the best possible way: iron columns, high ceilings with exposed timber, brick walls that had absorbed a century of heat and gave it back slowly on cool nights. She had strung market lights from column to column at two different heights and the effect was exactly what she'd promised the bride: like being inside a constellation.

	

	Her phone buzzed. Her assistant, Tomás: *caterer says the risotto station is running 10 min behind, switching order of stations, cool?*

	

	Cool,

	

	She typed back, because it was, because she had anticipated this three days ago and already rerouted the guest flow so the delay wouldn't be felt. This was the thing she was genuinely good at: seeing problems before they happened and removing them so quietly that no one knew there had been a problem at all. The event industry rewarded that kind of invisible competence with exactly the returns you'd expect, which is to say: not enough, but enough. Enough to cover the lease on the apartment. Enough to keep The Foundry solvent through its third year. Enough to tell herself she'd built something real.

	

	She walked the perimeter of the room, adjusting one centerpiece that had tilted slightly, straightening a chair, checking the temperature—she kept it slightly cool before a crowd arrived because body heat would bring it up—and let herself feel, just briefly, the specific satisfaction of a room ready to receive something good.

	

	She was twenty-nine years old. She owned a business. She had a lease, a savings account, a standing order at the wine merchant on Leland Street, and a sister who called every Sunday. She had built this, she reminded herself. All of it. The life she'd wanted—or close enough to it that the distance was only noticeable at night, in the hours between two and four a.m. when the apartment was too quiet and her hands were too still.

	

	She wasn't going to think about those hours right now. She had a wedding to run.

	

	* * *

	

	The Ashworths were perfect clients, which meant they were terrible clients: everything decided eighteen months in advance, every preference documented in a shared spreadsheet Mara accessed from her phone forty times a day, and an absolute conviction that their vision—a "modern industrial romance" that in practice meant Edison bulbs and geometric terrariums and a choreographed first dance to a song the groom had learned guitar for—was original. Mara had produced four events this year with nearly identical briefs.

	

	She loved them anyway. That was the part people didn't understand about her work. She loved the repetition of it, the way the same genre of story kept being told by different people who all believed, correctly, that it was happening for the first time to them. Two people who had chosen each other and wanted to mark it in a room full of witnesses. There was something in that she couldn't dismiss.

	

	"The risotto's back on track," Tomás said at her elbow, phone pressed to his chest, expression the careful neutrality of someone who had worked with Mara long enough to know that she didn't need reassurance, only information.

	

	"Good. Make sure the bar cart near the east windows gets moved before the ceremony ends—the photographer's going to want that angle unobstructed."

	

	"Already on the list."

	

	She nodded. This was the other thing she was good at: recognizing when someone didn't need managing. Tomás was twenty-four, unfailingly competent, and slightly intimidating in the way that people are when they're very good at something they haven't yet noticed they're good at. Mara had hired him eighteen months ago and given him progressively more responsibility in the way she'd wished someone had done for her, without the accompanying months of underestimation.

	

	The guests began to arrive.

	

	She stepped into the shadows near the entrance, the professional invisibility that event coordinators developed the way bartenders developed the ability to hear three conversations at once. She watched the room fill. She watched the bride's mother touch her daughter's face in the anteroom and have to be handed a tissue. She watched the groom's friends cluster near the bar in their identical navy suits, loosening their ties in unison like a synchronized event. She watched two guests who clearly hadn't seen each other in years collide at the entrance and grip each other with the specific intensity of people who had survived something together.

	

	She watched all of it and felt the particular loneliness that had become her most consistent companion over the past two years: the loneliness of being good at facilitating something she no longer allowed herself to believe in personally.

	

	She had believed in it once. She had believed in it with the kind of conviction that you're only capable of before you've tested it against something that breaks.

	

	She did not think his name. She had gotten very good at not thinking it when she was working.

	

	She crossed the room to manage the next thing, and the night opened around her, and the couple said their vows in voices that cracked with feeling, and the risotto was perfect, and the first dance was genuinely moving despite the choreography, and Mara Callahan went home at one in the morning to her quiet apartment and stood in her kitchen in her work clothes and drank a glass of water and thought: *Good. This is good. I'm fine.*

	

	She almost believed it.

	

	* * *

	

	The thing about building a life after something breaks is that you build it in opposition. Every choice is half a refusal. The apartment she'd chosen was in a neighborhood she'd never been to with him—the east side, near the university, all coffee shops and independent bookstores and young professionals on electric bikes. She'd never brought him there because she'd moved there specifically to have a place he hadn't touched.

	

	The apartment itself was small and very clean and organized in a way that her previous life had never been. When you share space with someone who runs a motorcycle club chapter, you make accommodations. Parts on the kitchen table. Schedules written in code. The specific smell of motor oil that had stopped registering as a smell and became instead just the texture of home. She didn't miss the parts on the table. She didn't miss any of the practical discomforts.

	

	That was what made it complicated. She'd left the parts on the table and the coded schedules and the smell, and what she'd kept—what she couldn't seem to set down no matter how many orderly months passed—was the feeling of being entirely known by someone. The dangerous kind of known. The kind that didn't flatter you, didn't smooth your edges, didn't let you perform a better version of yourself. The kind that saw exactly what you were and wanted it anyway.

	

	He'd had that. Whatever else he'd done—and she had spent a considerable amount of energy not thinking about what else he'd done—he'd had that. And she hadn't found it again in two years of careful, reasonable living. She'd dated a structural engineer named Philip who was warm and communicative and whom she'd broken up with gently after four months because she couldn't stop noticing his fundamental incuriosity about her. She'd gone on six first dates that she'd arranged with the methodical precision she brought to everything and felt, on each one, the specific deadness of a room where the electricity had been cut.

	

	She'd told Dani she was happy. Dani, who thought the story was simple—man betrayed her, she left, good riddance, new chapter—had been wholehearted in her enthusiasm for Mara's fresh start. *You're so much better off,* Dani said regularly, in the way that people say things they need to believe are true.

	

	Mara let her believe it. It was easier than explaining that better off and fine and happier weren't the same thing. That you could leave someone and be right to leave them and still carry the specific gravity of them around in your chest like something you'd swallowed that hadn't dissolved.

	

	She set her glass in the sink, rinsed it, placed it in the drying rack. Turned off the kitchen light. Went to bed.

	

	Three hours later, she was awake and staring at the ceiling, and the quiet was enormous, and she was absolutely fine.

	

	 


Chapter Two

	Priest Comes Calling

	

	

	He came on a Wednesday, between the corporate cocktail event and the weekend gallery opening, in the dead middle of the week when Mara was most deeply buried in logistics and least prepared to be ambushed by her own past.

	

	She didn't know him at first. He came in without calling ahead—the venue's street-level door was unlocked during setup—and sat down at the bar that ran along the south wall of the lounge, the one they used for smaller events. He sat with the particular stillness of men who had learned to wait in environments that didn't reward patience, and he ordered nothing, and he looked at his hands.

	

	Mara was in the back running inventory counts when Tomás found her.

	

	"There's a man at the bar asking for you. He said to tell you it's Priest."

	

	She stopped counting.

	

	The pen in her hand pressed slightly harder against the clipboard. She felt her pulse shift—not spike, just shift, the way a familiar song makes you feel something before you've consciously recognized what it is.

	

	"Tell him I'll be out in ten minutes."

	

	She took five. She spent them standing in the back room that smelled of stored linens and borrowed composure, running through what she knew. Ethan Cross. Road Captain of the Iron Rebels, two decades in the club, the kind of man who had seen everything and voluntarily said very little of it. He had liked her, she'd thought—had treated her with a respect that didn't require her to have earned it in the specific currency of the MC, which was not something she could say about all of them. He had never, not once in the three years she and Dax had been together, involved himself in anything that wasn't his business.

	

	Which meant his being here was his business. Or he had decided to make it so. The distinction mattered.

	

	She walked out.

	

	* * *

	

	He was older than she remembered, though she couldn't have said what she'd expected. He was fifty-something now, with the kind of face that had been carved rather than aged—deep lines, steady eyes, the jaw of a man who had bitten down on a lot of things and not let them go. He was wearing a flannel shirt, no cut, which was either a concession to civilian space or a deliberate signal. She decided not to decide which.

	

	"Priest."

	

	"Mara." He said her name the same way he always had: without embellishment, without the slight upward appraisal she'd sometimes felt from the others. Just her name, as a fact.

	

	She went behind the bar—the habit of putting a structure between herself and a difficult conversation—and set her clipboard down. "I'm not going to offer you a drink because you clearly didn't come here to drink. What do you want?"

	

	He looked at her for a moment. Not sizing her up; she'd have recognized that. More like he was deciding how economical to be, and landing on: very.

	

	"Dax is in trouble," he said. "Not legal trouble. The other kind."

	

	She kept her face even. It was not the hardest thing she'd ever done, but it was in the top twenty. "That's not my business anymore."

	

	"I know that."

	

	"Then why are you here?"

	

	He was quiet for a moment. Somewhere outside a delivery truck was making its reverse-beeping sound, and the HVAC clicked on, and the room was as ordinary as any room, and Mara was acutely aware of the exact distance between herself and her past.

	

	"Because I watched a good man spend two years becoming half of one," Priest said, "and I decided that was long enough before I said something to the one person who might give a damn about that information."

	

	"Half a man is his own doing."

	

	"Sure is." He didn't argue the point. He never had been a man who argued points. "I'm not here to make a case for him. I don't do that. I'm here because I thought you should know, and because I thought you might want to know, and because—" he paused, and what crossed his face wasn't calculation, just something close to honesty— "because the one time I saw you two together and thought *that's it, that's the real thing,* I didn't say it, and I've regretted it since."

	

	The word *regret* from Ethan Cross was approximately as rare and heavy as a confession from a judge. Mara felt it land somewhere in her chest and chose, deliberately, not to respond to it.

	

	"Has he asked you to come here?"

	

	"No."

	

	"Does he know you're here?"

	

	"No."

	

	She looked at him. He looked back, steady as a wall.

	

	"All right," she said. "You've said it. You can go."

	

	He stood without ceremony. Buttoned his flannel. Picked up the hat he'd set on the bar and put it back on his head. He was nearly to the door when he stopped and turned back, not with the look of a man who'd forgotten something but with the look of a man who'd been deciding whether to add it.
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