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PROLOGUE


Ishouldn't be here.

That's the thought running through my head as I stand at the back of the chapel, watching my father's third wedding unfold like some grotesque theater production. White roses everywhere—thousands of dollars' worth, probably—and a string quartet playing something classical that I'm sure cost more more than most people's cars. Everything about Richard Ashworth is excessive: his wealth, his ego, his cruelty. And now, apparently, his taste in wives.

I adjust my tie—the one he insisted I wear, Hermès, probably five hundred dollars—and try not to let my gaze drift back to the altar. But it's impossible because she's right there, fifty feet away, and I can't stop looking at her.

Beth Collins. Soon to be Beth Ashworth.

Twenty years older than me, and I want her so fucking badly I can barely breathe.

The music swells and everyone rises. I stay in the back row, hands shoved in my pockets, jaw clenched tight enough to crack teeth. She appears at the end of the aisle in ivory silk that clings to every curve, and my cock hardens instantly. She's forty-two and I'm twenty-two and I should be thinking about girls my own age—college seniors, grad students, the bartender at my local who keeps giving me her number. Instead, I'm standing at my father's wedding, rock hard and furious, watching the most beautiful woman I've ever seen make the biggest mistake of her life.

The dress is elegant, tasteful with its high neck and long sleeves, but it hugs her body like a second skin. I can see the curve of her waist, the swell of her hips, the way the fabric skims over her ass as she walks. Her dark hair is swept up, exposing the long column of her neck, and I imagine putting my mouth there, biting down just hard enough to leave a mark, sucking until everyone knows she's mine.

Except she's not mine. She's about to be his.

I watch her walk down the aisle, bouquet trembling slightly in her hands, and I catalog every detail like I'm trying to memorize evidence at a crime scene. Her mouth smiling, the rest of her not so much. The way she glances at my father waiting at the altar—fifty years old, silver-haired, smug as fuck—and I see it clear as day. Doubt. She's not sure about this, which means she's smarter than I thought, because Richard Ashworth is a monster and I'm one of the few people who knows it.

My father made his fortune in shipping—Ashworth Global, containers moving goods across the world, all legitimate on paper. But I've seen things, heard things that don't add up. Late-night phone calls about "cargo" that doesn't appear on manifests. Meetings with men who look like they'd slit your throat for pocket change. Shipments from Eastern Europe and Southeast Asia that arrive at odd hours with no paperwork. I don't have proof yet, but I will, and when I do, I'm going to destroy him.

But right now, I have to stand here and watch him marry a woman who deserves so much better, a woman who has no idea what kind of man she's binding herself to, a woman I've fantasized about since the day I met her six months ago.

It was at one of my father's charity galas—some black-tie bullshit where rich people throw money at causes they don't actually care about so they can feel good about themselves. I'd come home from college for the summer and he'd insisted I attend for "networking," which really meant stand there and look like the perfect son while he parades me around. I'd been nursing a whiskey at the bar when she walked up beside me in a dark green dress and killer heels, warm brown eyes that actually smiled when she looked at me.

"You must be Chase," she said, extending her hand with a firmness that surprised me. "I'm Beth. Your father's... well, we're dating."

I shook her hand—soft skin, confident grip—and tried not to stare at the way that dress dipped low enough to show the curve of her breasts. We talked for maybe ten minutes and she was funny, smart, genuinely kind in a way that felt foreign in my father's world. She asked about my plans after graduation, and when I said I was going into law enforcement, she didn't laugh or look confused like everyone else in my father's circle. She just nodded and said that sounded meaningful, that the world needs more people who want to help.

I went home that night and jerked off thinking about her, then felt like shit about it because she was dating my father. That didn't stop me from doing it again the next night, or the night after that, or every night since.

The ceremony continues with vows and readings and some bullshit poem about love that my father definitely didn't write. I watch Beth's face as she tries to look happy, but I can see the tightness around her eyes, the way her smile wobbles just slightly when my father takes her hand. He doesn't deserve to touch her, doesn't deserve to stand next to her, doesn't deserve a single fucking second of her time.

I imagine what she looks like under that dress because I've seen her in swimsuits at my father's pool parties and her body is incredible. Full breasts that would fit perfectly in my hands, soft stomach, wide hips that I want to grip while I pound into her from behind, thick thighs I want wrapped around my head while I make her cum on my tongue. I imagine peeling that ivory silk off her slowly, taking my time, kissing every inch of exposed skin. I imagine laying her back on that altar right there in front of everyone, spreading her legs and burying my face between her thighs while my father watches helplessly.

I think about the sounds she'd make. Soft moans. My name, half-choked. That needy little whine when I keep her on the edge. I imagine flipping her over, positioning her on her hands and knees, and fucking her so hard the altar shakes, my fingers tangled in her upswept hair, pulling her head back so I can whisper filthy things in her ear about how she feels, what she deserves, how she'll never want anyone else after me.

My cock throbs painfully and I shift my weight, trying to adjust without being obvious. The woman next to me—some friend of my father's, dripping in diamonds—gives me a curious look that I ignore completely.

The officiant says something about speaking now or forever holding your peace and for one wild second I consider it, but then the moment passes and my father is kissing his new bride and everyone applauds. I don't. I watch her take his name. And something in me decides to wait.

She catches me staring. And instead of looking away she just... looks back. A second, maybe two. Long enough to mean something. Then my father says something and she looks away and the moment's gone, but I felt it and I know she did too.

I turn and walk toward the bar, already planning my exit. The bartender—a college kid in a pressed white shirt—asks what I want and I tell him whiskey, neat, make it a double. He pours and I knock it back in one swallow, welcoming the burn that does nothing to ease the ache in my chest or my cock.

Behind me I hear laughter and music starting up as the reception begins. My father's voice carries across the lawn, already holding court, the center of attention like always. And somewhere in that crowd is Beth, smiling and playing the part of the happy bride while wondering what the hell she just did.

I order another whiskey and watch my father dance with her—she's graceful and poised while he lumbers around like he owns the dance floor, which of course he thinks he does because Richard Ashworth owns everything. But not for long. I'm going to join the FBI, investigate Ashworth Global, and find the evidence I need to bring him down. And when this marriage falls apart the way I know it will, when Beth finally sees what he really is and leaves him, I'll be there, older and stronger and ready to show her what she's been missing.

I feel it in my gut—want, but the kind that knows how to wait.

I finish my second whiskey, set the glass down, and slip away from the reception before anyone notices. As I walk to my car I glance back one more time through the tent's open side and see Beth laughing at something someone said, her hand on my father's arm, looking beautiful and trapped.

I get in my car, start the engine, and drive away from my father's estate with images burned into my brain that I know will fuel a thousand more fantasies. Beth in ivory silk, Beth smiling with doubt in her eyes, Beth saying I do to the wrong man. I grip the steering wheel tighter and let myself imagine just once more what it will feel like when she's finally underneath me, when those doubts are long gone and the only certainty she knows is that she's mine.

This marriage won't last. I already know that because my father is incapable of fidelity, incapable of actually loving anyone but himself, and eventually Beth will see it too. And when she does, when she's finally free, I'll make sure she knows what it's like to be properly fucked, to be worshipped, to be wanted by someone who actually deserves her.

Until then, I'll wait. I'm good at waiting, and some things are worth the patience. Some things are worth burning the whole world down to get.

Beth Ashworth is one of them.


STARTING OVER


The afternoon light slants through the tall windows of my new apartment, turning the dust motes into tiny dancers suspended in golden air. I'm surrounded by the debris of unpacking—crumpled packing paper, half-empty boxes, bubble wrap that pops softly under my bare feet as I move across the hardwood floors. Chet Baker drifts from my phone, his trumpet notes melancholy and sweet, and I let myself sink into the music in a way I never could before. Richard hated jazz, called it self-indulgent noise, and for nearly three years I'd kept my love for it silent, listening only in the car with the volume low, always ready to switch to NPR if he climbed in beside me.

Now I play it as loud as I want. Such a stupid small thing. But sometimes it still gets me—the freedom of it. All those years I made myself smaller and didn't even notice.

I pull a set of art deco bookends from the last box—geometric bronze birds I'd found at an estate sale in Cambridge five years ago, back when I still had my design business, back before I became Mrs. Richard Ashworth and let everything else fall away. He'd taken one look at them and called them tacky, told me they didn't fit the aesthetic of his penthouse, and I'd packed them away without argument because that's what I did back then. I agreed. I compromised. I made myself smaller and smaller until I wasn't sure there was anything left of me at all.

Now I place them on the bookshelf flanking the fireplace, and they look perfect there, exactly right, and I feel a small fierce joy at the sight of them. This apartment is mine—a modest two-bedroom in a converted South End brownstone, nothing like the Ashworth estate in Martha's Vineyard or the glass and steel penthouse in Back Bay with its museum-quality furniture and panoramic views. This place has creaky floors and radiators that clank and a kitchen barely big enough for one person, but every single thing in it is something I chose, and that makes it more beautiful than any house Richard ever bought.

I catch my reflection in the mirror leaning against the wall, still waiting to be hung, and I stop to really look at myself for the first time in weeks. Forty-five years old. Dark hair in a messy knot, silver coming through that I've stopped coloring because fuck it. Lines around my eyes from laughing and stressing and all of it. My jeans fit snugly around my hips, and my old college t-shirt is soft from a thousand washings, the fabric thin enough that I can see the outline of my bra underneath. I'm not the woman I was at twenty-five—everything is softer now, rounder, gravity taking its inevitable toll—but I'm also not invisible, even if Richard spent three years making me feel like I was.

I turn away from my reflection and finish unpacking the last box, filling the bookshelf with novels and design books and the complete works of Mary Oliver because her poetry kept me sane during the worst of the marriage. By the time I'm done, the light has shifted from gold to amber, and my stomach reminds me I haven't eaten since the banana I choked down at breakfast. I order takeout from the place down the street—enough for one, nothing I have to justify or share—and while I wait for delivery, I let myself sink into the oversized armchair I bought last month, my first real furniture purchase in years that wasn't approved by someone else first.

The truth is, freedom is more complicated than I thought it would be. Some days it feels exhilarating, like I could do anything, go anywhere, become anyone. Other days it feels like loneliness with better lighting, and I wonder if I'm too old to start over, if anyone will ever want a forty-five-year-old divorcée whose last marriage ended because her husband couldn't be bothered to pretend he gave a shit anymore.

I met Richard four years ago at a gallery opening in the South End, back when I was still working as an interior designer, back when I had clients and a reputation and a life that felt like mine. He'd approached me while I was studying a particularly ugly abstract piece, and he'd made some witty comment about the artist clearly having more money than taste. I'd laughed, and he'd bought me a glass of wine, and by the end of the night, he'd asked for my number. He was rich, well-dressed, handsome in that older-man way. And he chased me like I was worth chasing. After years of apps full of men looking for twenty-five-year-olds, I didn't ask too many questions.

Six months later we were married at his estate in Martha's Vineyard, and I'd told myself I was making a smart choice, a mature choice, choosing stability and partnership over the kind of passionate romance I'd given up on after my first marriage ended amicably but emptily when I was thirty-two. Richard seemed like he had his life together. He was successful, established, confident. He said he wanted a partner, someone intelligent and beautiful to share his life with.

I didn't realize until much later that what he actually wanted was an accessory, someone to look good on his arm at charity galas and business dinners, someone who wouldn't ask too many questions about where he went or who he was with.

The sex before the wedding had been... fine. Quick, but fine. That night, drunk and sloppy, he didn't even pretend to care if I finished. That should have been my first clue. I assumed it would get better. I was wrong.

It didn't get better. If anything, it got worse. Six months in, I found a receipt in his jacket pocket for diamond earrings I'd never seen. When I asked about them, carefully casual, he'd just shrugged and said they were for a client's wife, don't be dramatic, Beth. I wanted to believe him, so I did, even though the knot in my stomach told me I was lying to myself.

A year in, I discovered he was having an affair with his secretary—a cliché so obvious it would have been funny if it hadn't been happening to me. I confronted him with the hotel receipts I'd found, and he didn't even bother to deny it. He just looked at me with something like boredom and said, "Don't be naïve. This is how men like me operate. You knew what you were signing up for."

Except I didn't. I thought I was signing up for partnership, for companionship, for someone who would actually see me as a person instead of a possession.

The sex, when it happened at all, was mechanical and brief. Richard often couldn't maintain an erection, and instead of seeing a doctor or talking about it like adults, he blamed me. I wasn't exciting enough, wasn't enthusiastic enough, wasn't young enough. I tried everything I could think of—lingerie that made me feel ridiculous, suggestions he shot down with irritation, initiating only to be rebuffed with excuses about being tired or stressed or having an early morning meeting. Eventually I stopped trying because the rejection hurt more than the loneliness.

The breaking point came six months ago on our second anniversary. I'd planned a romantic dinner at home, had spent hours cooking his favorite meal, bought expensive wine, worn a dress he'd once said he liked. He called at seven to say he had a business dinner he'd forgotten about, would be home late, don't wait up. I found out later from his driver—who apparently felt sorry for me—that he'd been at the Four Seasons in Cambridge with a woman half his age.

When I confronted him, he didn't apologize. He just suggested we "stop pretending this was a love match" and offered me a generous divorce settlement to make everything go away quietly. He seemed almost relieved, like I'd freed him from an obligation he'd grown tired of fulfilling.

I took the settlement, but not the penthouse or the Vineyard house or any of the ostentatious wealth he'd tried to use to keep me quiet. I took enough to buy this apartment and give myself breathing room to rebuild my design business, and I walked away from Richard Ashworth and his cold, empty life without looking back.

The Indian food arrives, and I eat it straight from the containers at my small kitchen table, savoring flavors that Richard would have called "too ethnic" or "too spicy," and I try not to think about the fact that I'm eating alone again, that the freedom I felt so exhilarated by a month ago sometimes just feels like loneliness wearing a different face.

After dinner, I run a bath—something I couldn't do at Richard's because he complained about water usage affecting his environmental footprint, which was rich coming from a man who owned a yacht he used twice a year. I pour in eucalyptus epsom salts that turn the water cloudy and fill the small bathroom with a clean, sharp scent that makes me breathe deeper. I sink into the heat and let my muscles uncoil, let my head rest against the rolled towel I've propped on the edge of the tub.

This is mine. This quiet, this warmth, this moment of peace that no one can interrupt or criticize or take away from me.

I close my eyes and let my hands drift across my body, noticing sensation in a way I haven't in years. My skin is hungry for touch, I realize with a start. My breasts are sensitive, my nipples hardening under my palms as I soap myself slowly. When was the last time I had good sex? When was the last time I had any sex that wasn't disappointing and vaguely humiliating? I honestly can't remember. Maybe never, if I'm being completely honest with myself.

My hand drifts lower, between my thighs, and I let myself imagine what it would be like to be with someone who actually wanted me, who looked at me like I was desirable instead of inconvenient. Someone who would take their time, who would care if I enjoyed it, who would make me feel something other than inadequate and used. The thought does something to me. My hand slides down my stomach before I catch myself. God. How long have I been this hungry?

But I stop myself before I go further, pulling my hand away and feeling suddenly self-conscious even though I'm completely alone. I'm out of practice with my own body, with pleasure, with the simple act of wanting something for myself, and the realization makes me sad in a way I'm not ready to examine tonight.

I get out of the bath, dry myself with one of the plush towels I bought because I wanted them and not because they matched some designer's vision of what my bathroom should be, and wrap myself in my favorite robe—soft cotton that's worn thin in places, nothing like the silk robe Richard bought me for Christmas one year, still in its box somewhere because it never felt like mine. I look at myself in the steamed mirror, my face flushed from the heat, my hair damp and curling at the temples, and I make myself a promise: I'm going to figure out who I am again, what I want, what pleasure feels like. Just not tonight. Tonight I'm too tired, too raw, too uncertain.

I'm in my bedroom, dressed in an oversized t-shirt and underwear, about to crawl into bed with the Mary Oliver collection when my phone rings. I glance at the screen—unknown number—and almost let it go to voicemail because it's probably spam, someone trying to sell me solar panels or extended car warranties. I answer before I can think better of it.

"Hello?"

"Beth? This is Chase. Chase Ashworth."

The air feels different all of a sudden. Chase. Richard's son. I haven't thought about him in years, haven't seen him since the wedding when he was twenty-two and clearly miserable to be there. I know from Richard's bitter comments that they'd had a falling out—Chase had refused to join the family business, had chosen the FBI instead, and Richard had essentially disowned him for it. They haven't spoken since, as far as I know, which means I have no idea why Chase would be calling me now.

"Chase," I manage, sitting down on the edge of my bed because my legs suddenly feel unsteady. "This is... unexpected."

His laugh is low, a little self-deprecating, and his voice is deeper than I remember, more assured. "I know, I'm sorry for calling out of the blue. I got your number from your design business website—I hope that's okay, I know it's a little weird."

"It's fine," I say, even though I'm already mentally berating myself for not thinking about privacy, for leaving my personal number on the website where anyone can find it. "I'm just surprised. I didn't think you and Richard were in contact."

"We're not," he says, and there's something hard in his tone when he mentions his father's name. "But I heard about the divorce through mutual acquaintances, and I wanted to check in, make sure you're okay. I know my father can be... difficult."

Difficult. That's one word for it. I find myself relaxing slightly, sinking back against my pillows. "I'm okay. Better than okay, actually. The divorce was the best decision I've made in a long time."

"Good," Chase says, and he sounds like he means it. "You deserve better than what he could give you. I'm glad you got out."

We talk for a few minutes about surface things—my new apartment, my plans to rebuild my design business, the strange liminal space of post-divorce life. He's in Boston now. Transferred six months back. Still with the Bureau, though he keeps it vague beyond that. He asks questions that feel genuine, like he actually cares about the answers, like I'm a person to him instead of just his father's ex-wife.

I find myself talking more than I intended, telling him about the Indian food and the jazz music and the art deco bookends, small details that probably sound ridiculous but that feel important to me right now. He listens without interrupting, makes comments that are thoughtful and kind, and I realize I've been starved for this kind of conversation, for someone who actually hears what I'm saying.

"Listen," he says after we've been talking for maybe fifteen minutes, "I know this might be strange, given the history, but I'd love to catch up in person if you're comfortable with that. Maybe coffee or breakfast? Nothing formal, just two people who went through the Ashworth experience and survived."

I hesitate, because he's right, it is strange. He's my ex-stepson, technically, even though we barely knew each other, even though the connection between us exists only through a man we both seem relieved to be rid of. But I'm also curious, and lonely, and honestly desperate for human connection that isn't my therapist or my one close friend who's tired of hearing about the divorce.

"Breakfast sounds nice," I hear myself say. "When were you thinking?"

"Saturday morning? There's a place in Back Bay, Flour Bakery, if you know it. Their almond croissants are worth whatever awkwardness we might feel."

I catch myself smiling. "I love that place. What time?"

"Nine? That too early?"

"Nine is perfect."

We say goodbye, and after I hang up, I sit there on my bed with my phone in my hand, staring at nothing. I try to remember what Chase looked like at the wedding—tall, I remember that clearly, maybe six-three with dark hair like Richard's but with gray eyes instead of brown. He'd seemed uncomfortable the entire day, had stood at the back of the chapel during the ceremony, and left the reception early. I'd assumed he disapproved of the marriage, maybe disapproved of me, thought I was just another woman his father had bought.

But that doesn't match the warmth in his voice on the phone, the genuine concern, the way he talked to me like I was someone worth checking in on.

A memory comes back. The ceremony. Walking down the aisle. I'd glanced toward the back and caught him watching me—really watching, in a way that made me look away fast. I'd buried it. Told myself it was nothing. At the time I'd dismissed it as general awkwardness, the discomfort of a son watching his father marry someone new.

But now, remembering it, I wonder if there was something else in that look, something I was too nervous and distracted to process in the moment.

I shake my head, pushing the thought away. I'm being ridiculous. He was twenty-two and probably just uncomfortable at his father's wedding, and now he's twenty-five and probably has a girlfriend and a full life that has nothing to do with me. He just wants to be friendly to someone else who survived Richard Ashworth's particular brand of emotional cruelty, and I'm reading too much into a simple invitation for breakfast because I'm lonely and my body is waking up after years of being told it was wrong for wanting anything at all.

I set my phone on the nightstand, turn off the lamp, and settle under the covers—high thread count sheets I bought specifically because they're soft and they make me happy, not because they match anything or fit some aesthetic. The fabric is cool against my skin, and I pull the duvet up to my chin, trying to will myself toward sleep.


FIRST MOVE


Iwake up at five forty-five on Saturday morning with my cock already hard and my mind already racing, which means I've been dreaming about Beth again, though I can't remember the specifics, just the general theme of her underneath me, around me, begging for something I'm not giving her yet. I lie there for a moment staring at the exposed brick ceiling of my Cambridge loft, willing my erection to subside, knowing it won't, knowing I'm going to be walking around half-hard for most of the morning until I finally see her in person.

Three days since I called her. Three days of careful planning, of going over exactly what I want to accomplish today, of balancing the investigation against the want that's been burning in my gut since I was 22 years old. I've been patient for four years, I can be patient for a few more hours, but fuck if it isn't getting harder with every passing minute.

I throw off the covers and pull on running gear—shorts, compression shirt, shoes. I'm out the door before I can think too much. I need to burn off this energy before I see her, need to be in control instead of letting my dick make decisions for me. By six fifteen I'm on the river path, pushing faster than I should, lungs burning in the cold September air.

Five miles hard and fast, pushing myself until my legs ache and my mind finally clears enough to think strategically instead of just carnally. The sun is rising over the water, turning everything gold and orange, and I focus on the beauty of it, on the physical sensation of my feet hitting pavement, on anything other than the images that keep trying to surface: Beth's mouth, Beth's body, Beth tied to my bed and completely at my mercy.

By the time I get back to my apartment, I'm drenched in sweat and marginally more in control, though my cock is still interested in making its opinions known. I strip in my bedroom and head straight for the shower, turning the water as hot as I can stand, letting it pound against my shoulders and back. I lean against the cool tile, eyes closed, water running down my chest, breathing through the want.

I could jerk off right now, take the edge off, go into this breakfast calm and collected instead of hungry. IWrap my hand around myself. Imagine Beth on her knees in here with me, water running down her face, looking up while I fuck her mouth. Her hands gripping my thighs. Eyes watering when I push too deep. Gagging on it but not pulling away—wanting more even when she can barely breathe.

But I stop myself, releasing my grip and stepping back under the spray with a frustrated exhale. No. I want to be present when I see her, sharp and focused, not hazed over with post-orgasm satisfaction. This matters too much to go into it anything less than fully aware, and I've been planning for this moment for months, ever since I found out she'd finally divorced my father and was living alone in Boston, finally free, finally available.

I wash off and get out. I want her to see me as I am now, not as the uncomfortable twenty-two-year-old from the wedding who could barely look at her without feeling guilty about what I was thinking. I've grown into myself since then, become someone who could offer her the attention and care she's been missing in that cold marriage to a man who never appreciated what he had.

Out of the shower, I towel off and stand in front of the mirror, taking stock. Twenty-five years old, six-three, two hundred and fifteen pounds of muscle I've built deliberately over the past three years. Broad shoulders, defined chest, arms that show the hours I've spent in the gym, abs that are visible even when I'm not flexing. The FBI demands physical fitness, but I won't pretend that's the only reason I've pushed myself. I wanted to be worth looking at when this day finally came.

I run my hand over my jaw, feeling the stubble, deciding to leave it. It makes me look older, more settled, less like someone she could dismiss as too young. My dark hair is still wet, and I run some product through it, styling it just enough that it looks natural. Gray eyes stare back at me from the mirror, and I can see the want there, the intensity I'm going to have to keep carefully measured for the next few hours while I play the part of the friendly ex-stepson who just wants to catch up.

I spend too long picking out clothes. Dark jeans. A t-shirt that's tighter than it needs to be. Leather jacket. I look good. I want to look good. I'm not pretending otherwise.

I check myself in the full-length mirror and allow myself a moment of satisfaction. I look good. Confident. Like someone who's grown into himself, who knows what he wants and isn't afraid to pursue it. Like someone who could show her what she's been missing, what it feels like to be with someone who actually sees her, wants her, would never make her feel like an afterthought. That's exactly what I want her to see when she looks at me today.

It's seven thirty now, and I have an hour and fifteen minutes before I need to leave. I make coffee—dark roast, black, too strong, and sit down at my laptop to review the case file one more time, reminding myself that this isn't just about sex, that there's a legitimate investigation happening here, that I have a duty to pursue every lead even if that lead happens to be the woman I've been fantasizing about for almost four years.

Ashworth Global Shipping. My father's empire, built on legitimate container shipping with a very illegitimate side business moving human cargo from Eastern Europe and Southeast Asia. We've been building the case for eighteen months now, surveillance and financial forensics and witness testimony from dock workers who've seen too much. We know containers arrive off-schedule, we know payments go to shell companies, we know there's a network of buyers and sellers and facilitators that reaches from Boston to Bangkok.

What we don't have is hard evidence. Documents. Communications. Something concrete enough to bring down not just the operation but Richard Ashworth himself, to put him in prison where he belongs for the rest of his miserable life.

Beth was married to him for two and a half years, lived in his house, attended his business functions, existed in his world even if he kept her separate from the actual details of his work. She might have seen something, heard something, kept something from the marriage that she doesn't realize is significant. A photo from a party with the wrong person in the background. A calendar with suspicious travel dates. An overheard phone conversation that seemed innocuous at the time but that means everything in context.

I need to get close to her, gain her trust, get into her apartment and her life and her memories. I need to ask the right questions at the right time, guide her toward revelations without making her suspicious about why I'm asking.

And if along the way I get to fuck her until she screams, until she forgets my father ever touched her, until she's so thoroughly claimed that she can't imagine belonging to anyone else? Well, that's just excellent operational planning.

I close the laptop and drain my coffee, checking my watch. Eight fifteen. Time to go.

The drive to Back Bay takes twenty minutes in Saturday morning traffic, and I park two blocks away from Flour Bakery, giving myself time to walk and breathe and settle into the role I'm about to play. Friendly. Casual. Concerned but not overbearing. Interested in her as a person, not just as a source or a target or the woman I've wanted to tie to my bed and edge for hours until she's crying and begging and completely broken open.

I arrive at eight forty-five and get a table near the back with a clear view of the door, ordering black coffee from a server who looks like she's still half-asleep. The bakery smells like butter and sugar and fresh bread, and it's already filling up with the weekend crowd—couples sharing pastries, families with small children, college students with laptops and expensive headphones.

I sip my coffee and watch the door, my pulse elevated despite my best efforts at control. I'm nervous, I realize with some surprise, though whether it's anticipation or anxiety I can't quite tell. This is the first real step, the opening move in a game I've been planning for years, and I need to get it right. I need her to trust me, to want to spend time with me, to let me into her life without suspecting that I have ulterior motives that are both professional and deeply, filthily personal.

At eight fifty-eight, Beth walks through the door, and every thought in my head evaporates except there she is.

She's wearing dark jeans that hug her hips and ass perfectly, a cream-colored sweater that's soft and fitted enough to show the curve of her breasts, a brown leather jacket that makes her look effortlessly put together. Her hair is down, falling past her shoulders in dark waves that catch the morning light, and she's not wearing much makeup, just enough to enhance what's already there, and she's so fucking beautiful it actually hurts to look at her.

Three years since the wedding and she's only gotten more gorgeous, the years adding something to her face that wasn't there before, a lightness, an openness, like she's finally breathing after being underwater too long. She spots me and waves, and I feel myself go calm in a way that should probably worry me. I smile back. Stand. Play normal.

I'm half-hard before she even sits down. I stay behind the table. She walks toward me—easy, relaxed, no idea what she's doing to me. Her perfume reaches me first. Something warm and soft. I don't let myself lean in.

'Chase,' she says, and I feel it in my whole body.

"Beth," I manage, keeping my voice level and friendly. "It's good to see you. You look great."

I step around the table and hug her. She fits against me exactly right. I make myself let go before I do something I can't take back. Instead I keep the embrace exactly the right length, my hand resting at the small of her back for just a second before I release her and gesture to the chair across from me.

We sit, and I signal the server, who comes over looking slightly more awake now. Beth orders an almond croissant and cappuccino, I order a sandwich and more coffee, and then it's just us. She's watching me—curious, maybe trying to figure me out—and I make myself meet her eyes.

"So," she says, settling into her chair, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. "FBI. I remember you saying something about law enforcement at the wedding, but I didn't picture... that."

"Yeah, I think I surprised a few people," I say. "Including my father. He had plans for me in the family business."

"I remember," she says. "He didn't seem thrilled about it even then." She leans forward a little, interested. "So why the FBI specifically?"

I give her the answer I've rehearsed, the one that's true enough without being the whole truth. "I wanted to do something that mattered. My father's world is all about money and power and stepping on people to get ahead. I wanted the opposite of that. I wanted to help people, stop people who hurt others, make some kind of difference beyond just accumulating wealth."

She nods. Approving. "That's admirable. Richard never understood wanting to help people. He saw everything as transactional, like relationships were just another form of currency."

"That sounds about right," I say, and I let some of the bitterness I feel toward my father creep into my voice. "He's not capable of caring about anyone but himself. I'm sorry you had to learn that the hard way."

"It's okay," she says, and she means it. "Getting out was the best thing I've done for myself in years. Should have done it sooner."

"I'm glad you did." I take a sip of coffee. "I know he wasn't easy to live with."

She laughs—short, bitter. "That's one way to put it."

"He never let anyone in," I say. "Even when I was a kid, I barely knew what he actually did. Just 'the business.'" I shake my head. "Like it was some big mystery."

"Same," she says, and there it is—the opening. "He kept me completely separate from all of it. I'd go to the dinners, the galas, smile for the photos. But he never told me anything real. Said I wouldn't understand the 'complexities of international shipping.'" She rolls her eyes. "Which meant he didn't think I was smart enough."

I feel a flash of anger I don't have to fake. "You're smarter than him. He just couldn't handle that."

She likes that—being told she's smart. I'm guessing Richard didn't do a lot of that.

Our food arrives, and the conversation goes easy. She mentions the apartment again—the jazz, the food, all of it. I like hearing it in person. Like watching the relief hit her face when she talks about it and I listen carefully to every word while my mind spins elaborate fantasies about what else I could give her, what other freedoms, darker ones, the kind that come from trusting someone enough to surrender control completely.

I imagine her in my apartment, in my space, naked and kneeling and waiting for permission to move. I imagine putting a collar around her throat, not one of those cheap costume things but real leather, soft on the inside and sturdy, with a ring I could attach a leash to, with my name engraved on a small tag so she'd know exactly who she belonged to. I imagine telling her to strip, to present herself, to ask nicely for what she wants, and I imagine making her wait, making her beg, making her so desperate she'd do anything I asked just for the promise of relief.

"Chase? You okay?"

Beth's voice pulls me back. I've been staring at her mouth. I make myself look up, smile, dial it back.

"Sorry, long week," I say easily. "What were you saying?"

"Just that I'm thinking about taking on some clients again, small projects to start. I gave up design work when I married Richard, and I think I'm ready to get back to it."

"That's great," I say, meaning it. "You're talented—you should be using that. What kind of projects are you interested in?"

We talk about her work for a while, and I ask intelligent questions about color theory and spatial flow and sustainable materials, impressing her slightly, I can tell, with the fact that I actually care about her answers. I want to know her. Not the polite version. The real one. What she dreams about. What she hides.

"So what about you?" she asks, turning the conversation back to me. "Do you like Boston? The transfer was voluntary?"

"I do, and it was," I confirm. "I needed distance from the family, from that whole world. New city, fresh start, all that cliché stuff. But it's been good for me. I have a place in Cambridge, close to the river, and the work is..." I pause, choosing my words carefully. "Challenging. Meaningful. I'm working on a task force dealing with human trafficking and organized crime, so it's heavy sometimes, but it feels important."

I watch her face as I say "human trafficking," looking for any flicker of recognition, any sign that the words mean something to her beyond the obvious horror anyone would feel. But there's nothing, just sympathy and a slight grimace.

"That sounds difficult," she says softly. "But important, like you said. I can't imagine dealing with that kind of darkness every day."

"It's worth it if we can save even one person," I say, which is true, which is maybe the most honest thing I've said all morning. "That's what keeps me going."

We're quiet for a moment, and I use the pause to really look at her, to let my gaze linger in ways I've been carefully avoiding. She's eating her croissant, getting flakes of pastry on her fingers, licking them clean, and the sight of her tongue on her fingertips sends a jolt of pure lust through me that I have to forcibly tamp down.

I want that tongue on my cock. I'm getting hard just thinking about it. I want to watch her lick me clean after I've fucked her, want to see her eyes flutter closed in satisfaction, want to tell her what a good girl she is, how perfectly she takes direction, how proud I am of the way she's learning to please me.

"You know," Beth says suddenly, looking at me with something like wonder, "I have to say, you look really different from the wedding. Good different," she adds quickly, like she's worried she insulted me. She trails off, gesturing vaguely, her cheeks going a little pink. I like that. I like that I'm the reason.

"Like I'm not a scrawny college kid anymore?" I offer with a grin, going for self-deprecating even though I'm thrilled that she noticed, that she's looking at me and seeing a man instead of a kid.

"Exactly," she laughs, and there's relief in her voice that I didn't take offense. "The FBI academy must have very rigorous physical requirements."

"They do," I say, leaning back. She's looking at me—at my chest, my arms—and I let her. "Running. Lifting. Hand-to-hand. They make sure you can handle yourself."

What I don't tell her is that I've gone far beyond the minimum requirements, that I've spent countless hours in the gym sculpting this body specifically for moments like this, for the day when I'd finally have my chance with her and I wanted her to look at me and feel want, feel desire, feel like maybe she could imagine me as something other than her ex-stepson.

I see her eyes move—my chest, my arms—then snap back to my face like she got caught. She shifts in her seat. Sips her coffee. I don't say anything. I don't have to.

I let the moment stretch, let her look, and then I lean forward to make a point about something innocuous, and our knees touch under the small table. Neither of us moves away. The contact is accidental but also not, and I can feel the heat of her even through both our jeans, can feel the way she goes very still, like she's aware of it but doesn't want to draw attention to it by pulling back.

Perfect. Exactly what I wanted. Small moments of contact that her conscious mind can dismiss but that her body will remember, building an awareness between us that will make the eventual escalation feel natural instead of jarring.

We talk for another hour, easy conversation that flows from topic to topic—books, movies, travel. She mentions she's never been back to Italy since before her first marriage, and her eyes light up when she talks about Florence, about the art and architecture, about wandering the streets at dawn before the tourists arrived.

I listen and nod and ask follow-up questions, all while imagining taking her there myself, imagining fucking her in a hotel room with views of the Duomo, imagining making her cum against ancient stone walls in dark alleyways, imagining photographing her naked and satisfied and keeping those images for myself, evidence of her pleasure, proof that she's mine.

"Have you traveled much?" she asks, pulling me out of my increasingly filthy thoughts.

"Not as much as I'd like," I admit. "Work makes it hard to get away for long stretches. But I'd love to go to Italy someday. Japan. Anywhere with history and culture and good food."

"You should," she says warmly. "Travel is one of those things you never regret. Even the disasters make good stories eventually."

By the time we finish eating, it's past ten-thirty, and the bakery is packed, people waiting for tables, the noise level rising. I signal for the check, and when it arrives, Beth reaches for her wallet, but I wave her off.

"My treat," I say firmly but kindly. "I'm the one who called you out of the blue, the least I can do is buy you breakfast."

She looks like she might argue, but then just smiles and says thank you.

We stand to leave, and I help her with her jacket, my hands brushing her shoulders, and the casual touch sends another jolt through me that I carefully ignore. Outside, the morning has warmed up slightly, the sun bright and the street busy with weekend shoppers and dog walkers and couples holding hands.

"This was really nice," Beth says, turning to face me, and she seems to mean it, seems relaxed and happy in a way that makes it hard not to touch her. "I'm glad you reached out."

"Me too," I say, and then I make my next move, casual and friendly. "I'd love to do it again—maybe lunch next week? There's a place in the Seaport I've been wanting to try. Great views, supposedly amazing seafood."

"That sounds wonderful," she agrees easily, and I feel a rush of satisfaction that she's not hesitating, not making excuses, not treating this like something she has to think about. She wants to see me again. Excellent.

"How's next Saturday?" I suggest. "I can pick you up if you want, or we can meet there."

"Let's meet there," she says, and I don't push, don't suggest that picking her up would be easier, because I don't want her to feel pressured or rushed. There's time. I have all the time in the world to slowly, carefully, inevitably make her mine.

We exchange numbers properly this time, texting each other so we both have the contact saved, and then it's time to say goodbye. I pull her into a hug, and this time I let myself hold her just a fraction longer than I did when she arrived, my hand spanning the small of her back, my fingers pressing gently into the soft fabric of her sweater. She fits against me perfectly, her head just under my chin, her body warm and soft and exactly as I imagined it would feel.

I feel her breath falter, just slightly, and I know she feels it too, the spark, the connection, the undeniable chemistry that she's probably trying very hard to ignore or rationalize away. But it's there, and we both know it, and that's all I need for now.

"Talk soon," I say as I release her, my voice low and warm, and she nods and smiles and turns to walk away, and I make myself stand there and watch her go instead of following her like every instinct in my body is screaming at me to do.

I watch her until she disappears around the corner, her dark hair catching the sunlight, her hips swaying in those jeans that should be illegal, and only then do I turn and head back toward my car, adjusting myself because I've been half-hard for the past two hours and I need relief soon or I'm going to lose my mind.

The drive back to Cambridge takes forever even though it's only twenty minutes, and by the time I get to my apartment, I'm practically vibrating with pent-up need and the adrenaline of a successful operation and the lingering scent of her perfume that seems to have imprinted itself on my skin.

I replay the entire morning as I climb the stairs to my loft—every word she said, every expression that crossed her face, the way she looked at me when she thought I wasn't paying attention, the moment when our knees touched and she didn't pull away. She noticed me, definitely. There was awareness in her eyes, flickers of something she quickly covered but that were definitely there. She's attracted, even if she doesn't want to admit it yet, even if she's telling herself it's inappropriate or wrong or whatever other excuse she's using to rationalize away the chemistry between us.

Inside my apartment, I dump my keys on the counter and head straight for my bedroom, stripping off my jacket as I go, toeing off my boots. My cock is straining against my jeans, has been for hours, and I'm done being patient, done pretending I can control this want that's eating me alive.

I shove my jeans down and grip my cock. I don't tease myself. I just think about Beth.

I close my eyes and let the fantasy build, let it go darker and filthier than I could ever admit out loud. I imagine her in my bed, naked and blindfolded, her wrists tied to my headboard with soft rope that won't leave marks but that she can't escape from. I imagine standing at the foot of the bed just looking at her, taking my time, making her wait while I decide what I want to do to her first.

I imagine trailing my fingers down her body, barely touching, making her arch and whimper and beg for more. I imagine telling her she doesn't get to cum until I say so, that her pleasure belongs to me now, that she's going to learn exactly how good it feels to give up control and trust me to take care of her.

My hand speeds up, gripping tighter, and the fantasy shifts. Now she's on her knees on my floor, hands behind her back, mouth open and waiting, and I'm feeding her my cock slowly, watching her eyes water as I push deeper, praising her for taking me so well, for being such a good girl, for learning so quickly how to please me.

"That's it," I hear myself murmur, my voice rough and strained. "Take it all. Show me how much you want it."

I imagine the sounds she'd make around my cock, the sounds she'd try to hold back and couldn't, the way she'd look up at me with those beautiful brown eyes full of submission and trust and need. I imagine gripping her hair, controlling the pace, using her mouth while I tell her exactly what I'm going to do to her after, all the ways I'm going to make her cum, all the ways I'm going to ruin her for anyone else.

The fantasy shifts again, more urgent now, and I'm bending her over my bed, her ass in the air, spreading her open with my hands and looking at her pussy, pink and wet and perfect. I imagine the first time I taste her, the first time I make her cum on my tongue, the way she'll shake and cry and beg for more. I imagine fucking her from behind, one hand wrapped in her hair, pulling her head back so I can whisper filthy things in her ear, tell her she's mine now, that this pussy belongs to me, that she's never going to want anyone else after this.

"Fuck," I groan, my hand working faster, my abs clenching, pleasure building. "Beth, fuck, you feel so good, so fucking perfect—"

I imagine her cumming around my cock, her whole body tensing and shaking, and I imagine the sounds she'd make, the way she'd scream my name, not my father's, never his again, only mine, always mine. I imagine filling her, marking her from the inside, making her mine in the most primal way possible.

I come hard—her name caught in my throat, my whole body locked up, hand still moving through it until I can't anymore. I'm left gasping, mess on my stomach, thinking about her.

It takes a long time to come down, my heart racing, still breathing hard, my body trembling with the aftershocks. I open my eyes and stare at the ceiling, at the play of afternoon light across exposed brick, and I feel both satisfied and profoundly frustrated because the fantasy isn't enough anymore, will never be enough again now that I've had a taste of being near her, of touching her, of seeing her smile at me like I'm someone worth her time.

I clean myself up in the bathroom, washing away the evidence of my desperation, and when I catch sight of myself in the mirror, I barely recognize the expression on my face. Hungry. Determined. Almost feral with want.

Next Saturday, I think, heading back to my bedroom to change into clean clothes. Lunch in the Seaport, somewhere nice with wine and good food and an atmosphere that's intimate without being obviously romantic. I'll turn up the heat slightly, test her boundaries, see how she responds when I let a little more of my interest show. I'll ask more questions about her marriage, about what she remembers from Richard's business functions, gently steering her toward information without making it obvious that I'm interrogating her.

And if she responds the way I think she will—the way I saw in those brief flickers of awareness this morning—then maybe I won't have to wait much longer after all. Maybe in a few weeks, a month at most, I'll have her exactly where I want her: in my bed, under my control, completely and utterly mine.

I look at my phone, at Beth's name in my contacts, and I type out a quick text before I can second-guess myself.

Had a great time this morning. Already looking forward to Saturday.

Her response comes back almost immediately: Me too. See you then.

Three words, but they're enough. She's thinking about me. She's anticipating our next meeting. She's already caught in the web I'm carefully, deliberately spinning, and she doesn't even know it yet.

I set my phone down. Four years of waiting. She's finally free. I should feel guilty about how much I want this—but I don't.


TEMPTATION


Idon't go home right away. I walk. Tell myself I need the air, time to clear my head. Really I just need to do something with this restless energy—this feeling that's been building since he hugged me and I felt myself lean in.

The September morning has warmed up, sunlight filtering through the trees lining Commonwealth Avenue, and I'm hyperaware of everything in a way that feels almost overwhelming. The slide of denim against my thighs as I walk. The weight of my leather jacket on my shoulders. The autumn air cool against my flushed cheeks. And his cologne, still clinging to me from that hug. I keep catching it and keep not wanting it to fade.

I keep replaying the morning in my head, trying to figure out what it meant. The way he looked at me when I walked into the bakery, something intense in his gray eyes before he smiled and it softened into friendliness. The casual confidence in the way he moved, standing to greet me, pulling out my chair, all those small gestures that suggested a man comfortable in his own body. When our knees touched under the table, neither of us moved. It was nothing. But I felt it the rest of the morning.

And that hug. God, that hug. It was perfectly appropriate on the surface—friendly, brief, nothing that anyone watching would find suspicious. But there was a moment, just before he released me, when his hand pressed more firmly into the small of my back, when I felt the full length of his body against mine, when my head tucked perfectly under his chin like we were designed to fit together that way. I didn't want him to let go. That scared me a little.

I'm being ridiculous, I tell myself as I turn onto my street, climbing the steps to my building. He's twenty-five years old. He's my ex-stepson, technically, even though we barely knew each other before today. This is inappropriate at best, pathetic at worst—a lonely divorced woman projecting her sexual frustration onto a man twenty years younger who was just being nice to someone who went through the same experience of surviving Richard Ashworth.

But even as I unlock my apartment door and drop my keys by the entrance, I can't shake the image of him. The way his t-shirt fit across his chest and shoulders—tight enough to see the shape of him, muscle that wasn't there three years ago. His arms. His hands. The way he pushed his hair back from his eyes with this careless gesture that made him look younger for a second. I kept looking at his fingers. Wondering what they'd feel like.

Stop it, I tell myself. But I'm restless, warm in a way that has nothing to do with the walk. I can't settle down. I try to work on design sketches for the potential client I met with last week, spreading samples and drawings across my small dining table, but I can't focus. The colors blur together and my mind keeps drifting back to breakfast, to the way Chase's eyes crinkled when he smiled, to the deep timbre of his voice, to the casual way he'd said "you look great" like he meant it, like he actually saw me as someone worth looking at.

I abandon the sketches and pace my apartment, opening my laptop and closing it again, making tea I don't drink, straightening throw pillows that don't need straightening. I'm turned on. Like, actually turned on. It's been so long I almost didn't recognize it.

When was the last time I felt like this? Before Richard, certainly. Maybe before my first marriage, back when I was in my twenties and desire was something I experienced regularly instead of something I'd learned to suppress because expressing it only led to disappointment and rejection.

I try to logic my way out of what I'm feeling, standing in my kitchen with my hands braced on the counter, staring out the window at nothing. Chase is too young—twenty years is a significant gap, the kind that would make people judge me, that would make them assume I'm desperate or predatory or both. He's Richard's son, which adds a whole layer of complicated I'm not equipped to handle. And most importantly, I'm probably imagining things, projecting my loneliness and sexual frustration onto perfectly innocent interactions because I want so badly to feel desired again that I'm seeing interest where there's only politeness.

But what if I'm not imagining it, if Chase is actually interested in me that way, then I have to confront the fact that I want it. Want him. Want to know what it feels like to be touched by someone who looks at me like I'm something worth having instead of an inconvenience to be tolerated.

Richard spent three years reinforcing every insecurity I have about my body, my age, my desirability. Too old, not exciting enough, not tight enough, not enthusiastic enough—the list of my inadequacies according to him was extensive and detailed. And even though I know intellectually that his cruelty says more about him than me, years of that criticism don't disappear just because I want them to. I'm afraid that if something happened with Chase, I'd disappoint him the same way I apparently disappointed Richard. That he'd realize I'm not worth the effort. That I'd see that look in his eyes—the one Richard got, that mixture of boredom and frustration—and I'd have to live with the humiliation of having tried and failed again.

By evening I'm exhausted from my own thoughts, from the cycle of want and guilt and fear that's been running on repeat all day. I decide to take a bath, thinking maybe the hot water and quiet will calm me down, help me reset, remind me that I'm a rational adult who can control her reactions to an attractive man instead of a teenager with her first crush.

I run a bath, hot enough to steam. Light a candle. Sink in. I'm supposed to be relaxing, but my mind keeps going back to him. To that hug. To the way I didn't want to let go.

The heat envelops me immediately, making my muscles loosen, and I let my head rest against the rolled towel I've propped on the edge of the tub, closing my eyes and trying to think about nothing. But my mind won't cooperate, won't give me the blank peace I'm hoping for. Instead it drifts back to Chase, to breakfast, to all the moments I've been replaying obsessively all day.

I think about his hands. I wonder what they'd feel like on my body, whether he'd be gentle or demanding, whether he'd take his time or be urgent. I wonder if he'd touch me the way Richard never did, like he was discovering something precious instead of fulfilling an obligation.

My hand slides down my stomach. I tell myself it's nothing—just the water, just relaxing. But when my fingers graze my breast, I feel it everywhere. I'm done pretending.

I shouldn't do this. He's twenty years younger. He's Richard's son. Thinking about him like this makes me feel pathetic. But I slide my hand between my thighs anyway—because I want to, and I'm tired of telling myself no.

I touch myself slowly at first, just exploring, relearning my own body the way I've been doing since the divorce. But it's different tonight because I'm not trying to keep my mind blank, not trying to focus on sensation divorced from fantasy. Tonight I let myself think about Chase, really think about him, and the effect is immediate and overwhelming.

I imagine him here with me, his body behind mine in the tub, his chest solid against my back, his arms around me, his hands sliding over my wet skin. I imagine him taking his time, exploring, learning what makes me gasp and arch and moan. I imagine his voice low in my ear, telling me I'm beautiful, that I feel perfect, that he's wanted to touch me like this for longer than I could possibly know.

I stop being gentle with myself. My fingers move faster, pressing harder, and I have to bite my lip even though I'm alone. I imagine Chase turning me around in the water, lifting me effortlessly—he's strong enough, I saw that this morning in the breadth of his shoulders, the muscle visible in his arms. I imagine him setting me on the edge of the tub, spreading my legs, looking at me with those intense gray eyes while he tells me he's going to make me feel good, that I just need to relax and let him take care of me.

I slide two fingers inside and stop holding back. I'm already close—embarrassingly close—and I stop caring.

I think about his mouth on me. His hands holding me open. The way he'd watch my face, making sure I felt it. Then I imagine him above me, pushing inside slow, stretching me, watching me take it. Telling me how good I feel.

My fingers move faster. I'm shaking. Close.

I imagine his voice—low, rough—telling me to cum for him.

I do. Hard. His name slips out before I can stop it—Chase—and I don't care. I don't care about any of it. I just let it take me.

The second the pleasure fades, the shame's right there. I pull my hand away, face hot, even though I'm alone. I just came thinking about my ex-stepson. I said his name. Jesus. What is wrong with me?

I drain the tub and get out on shaky legs, wrapping myself in my robe and avoiding my reflection in the mirror because I'm not ready to see whatever expression is on my face right now. I blow out the candle and get into bed without drying my hair, without eating, without doing any of the things I'm supposed to do. I just want the day to end.

But even as I lie there in the dark, trying to will myself into sleep, trying to outrun the embarrassment and guilt, I can't deny one fundamental truth: that was the best orgasm I've had in years. My body is still trembling with the aftershocks, still sensitive and satisfied in ways it hasn't been since before I married Richard, maybe since before my first marriage. Whatever this thing is with Chase—this want, this hunger—it's powerful enough to override every logical objection I can muster.

That should scare me. It does. But not enough to stop.

The week that follows is an exercise in distraction that fails spectacularly. On Monday I meet with the potential client I'd sketched for, a young couple renovating a Victorian in Cambridge, and the consultation goes well. They like my ideas about preserving original details while modernizing the space, and they hire me on the spot, my first real project since the divorce. I should be thrilled, should be celebrating this return to work I love, but instead I find myself checking my phone obsessively during the site visit, hoping for a text from Chase even though we have plans on Saturday and there's no reason for him to contact me before then.

Tuesday I have lunch with my friend Sarah, who I've known since college, who helped me through the divorce with wine and terrible movies and the kind of brutal honesty that only comes from decades of friendship. She takes one look at me across the table at our favorite Vietnamese place and immediately knows something is different.

"Okay, what's going on?" she asks after we've ordered, leaning forward with that expression that means she's not accepting evasive answers. "You look... I don't know, weird. Good weird, but weird. Are you seeing someone?"

"What? No," I say too quickly, feeling my face heat. "I'm just... adjusting. Post-divorce life. You know."

She doesn't believe me—I can see it in her eyes—but she lets it go, and we talk about her teenage daughter's college applications and her husband's recent promotion and all the normal things we usually discuss. But I'm only half present, my mind drifting back to Chase.

That night I masturbate again, unable to stop myself, my hand between my thighs before I've even consciously decided to do it. The fantasy is different this time—Chase bending me over his kitchen counter, his hand fisted in my hair, his voice rough in my ear telling me how good I feel, how perfect my ass looks, how he's going to make me cum so hard I'll feel it for days. I come with my face buried in my pillow to muffle the sounds I'm making, and afterward I lie in the dark feeling both satisfied and deeply ashamed of myself.

The next two days are a blur of work and distraction. I catch myself checking my phone, rereading his text, looking for meaning that probably isn't there. I feel like an idiot. I don't stop.

Thursday night I almost cancel. I compose the text three different times—something about not feeling well, about work being overwhelming, about needing to reschedule—but I can't bring myself to send it. Because the truth is I don't want to cancel. I want to see him again, want to sit across from him and watch the way he moves and listen to his voice and feel that flutter in my stomach that I haven't felt in so long I'd forgotten it existed.

But I'm terrified. Obviously. That I'm making it all up. That I'll finally put myself out there and get rejected. That I'll prove Richard right.

By Friday night I'm a complete mess, standing in my bedroom surrounded by rejected outfits, trying to decide what to wear tomorrow. I need something that looks good but not like I'm trying too hard, attractive but not desperate, age-appropriate but not matronly. I try on dark jeans and a white blouse—too plain. Black pants and a silk top—too formal. A dress—absolutely not, too obviously trying.

Finally I settle on dark skinny jeans and a blouse in deep burgundy silk, the color rich and flattering against my skin tone, the neckline just low enough to hint at cleavage without being inappropriate. My leather jacket to walk there because September afternoons can be cool. I lay the outfit out carefully on my chair so I won't second-guess myself tomorrow morning, and then I try to sleep.

I can't sleep. I keep checking my phone like an idiot. Tomorrow I have to sit across from him and pretend I'm not falling apart.

I tell myself I'll behave. Keep it light. Be an adult.

I already know I'm lying. If he wanted me, I'd say yes so fast it would be embarrassing.

I finally fall asleep sometime after two, and when I wake up Saturday morning, my heart is already racing. I shower, taking extra care, using my expensive body wash that smells like jasmine and vanilla, shaving my legs even though I tell myself that's ridiculous, no one is going to see my legs, this is lunch, just lunch, nothing more. But I do it anyway, and I use my good lotion afterward, the kind that makes my skin soft and slightly shimmery, and I take time with my makeup, more than I normally would, making my eyes look bigger, my lips fuller.

I put on the outfit I chose last night, checking myself in the full-length mirror multiple times. The jeans hug my curves without being obscene, the burgundy blouse catches the light beautifully, and the neckline shows just enough to be interesting without being inappropriate. I look good, I decide. Attractive but not desperate. Put-together but not trying too hard. Like a woman who has her life under control and definitely isn't falling apart over lunch with a man twenty years younger.

The restaurant is in the Seaport, twenty minutes away on foot, and I decide to walk because I need to burn off the nervous energy that's been building since I woke up. With every step, I try to calm myself down, try to remember that this is just lunch, that Chase is probably being friendly and nothing more, that I need to keep my expectations in check so I don't embarrass myself.

I arrive five minutes early, which means he's probably already there because he seemed like the type to arrive early, which means in about thirty seconds I'm going to see him again and I don't know if I'm ready for this, for whatever this is, for the way my entire body seems to light up at the thought of him.

I stand outside the restaurant for a moment, taking deep breaths, trying to center myself. This is just lunch, I think firmly. Keep it together. Don't embarrass yourself. He's just being nice. Don't read into things that aren't there.

I check my reflection in the window, take a breath, and go inside.

The restaurant is busy, tables filling up, big windows looking out at the harbor. I scan the room—and find him.

He's at a table near the windows, the afternoon sunlight streaming in behind him, and he's already looking toward the door like he was watching for me. Our eyes meet across the restaurant, and even from this distance I can see the way his expression shifts, the way his gaze travels over me in a way that's decidedly not just friendly, and the heat in his eyes is unmistakable.

The way he looks at me—I feel it. And I know I wasn't making it up.

He stands up. Dark jeans, a charcoal button-down, stubble like he thought about it but wants you to think he didn't. Then he hugs me, and for a second I don't breathe.

"Beth," he says, his voice low and warm against my ear, his hand pressing into my back in that way that's becoming familiar, that makes my knees weak and my resolve crumble. "You look incredible."

And standing there in his arms, breathing in his scent, feeling the solid warmth of him, I know that everything is about to change.


CROSSING THE LINE


Iarrive at the restaurant fifteen minutes early because I need the time to settle, to get my head in the right space for what I'm about to do. The hostess leads me to the table I requested when I made the reservation—corner spot by the windows overlooking the harbor, private enough for conversation but not so secluded it looks like I'm trying too hard. I order sparkling water and force myself to sit back in my chair, to look relaxed even though my pulse is racing and has been since I woke up this morning thinking about seeing her again.

It's been a week since breakfast, and I've thought about Beth constantly, planned this lunch down to every detail while simultaneously trying to remind myself that this is work, that I have objectives beyond just wanting to fuck her. I need information. I need access to her apartment. I need to see what she kept from the marriage, what documentation might exist that she doesn't even realize is significant. The fact that I'm also going to kiss her today, finally cross that line from friendly to something decidedly not, is just part of the strategy.

At least that's what I keep telling myself.

The restaurant fills up around me with the Saturday lunch crowd—couples and families and groups of friends—and I watch the door with the kind of focus I usually reserve for surveillance operations. At eleven fifty-eight, exactly two minutes before noon, Beth walks in and every thought in my head evaporates except one: there she is.

She's wearing dark jeans that hug every curve of her hips and thighs, a burgundy silk blouse that catches the light as she moves and shows just enough cleavage to make my mouth go dry, and a brown leather jacket that somehow makes her look both elegant and approachable at the same time. Her hair is down, falling past her shoulders. She scans the room—nervous, I think. Maybe excited. Both

I stand up. She sees me, and her whole face changes. I watch her walk toward me, saving every detail so I can replay it later when I'm alone and my hand is wrapped around my cock.

She reaches me and I pull her in—just a second longer than friendly, my hand at the small of her back. Her perfume's the same. Warm, a little sweet. The same as last week, which means either she wears it always or she remembered I was close enough last time to smell it and chose it deliberately. Either option pleases me more than it should.

"Beth," I say as I release her, keeping one hand on her waist for just a second longer than necessary, letting my gaze travel over her face and down to that burgundy blouse before meeting her eyes again. "You look incredible."

She tucks her hair behind her ear. I'm starting to like that tell. "Thank you. You look pretty good yourself."

I hold her chair as she sits, catch the server's attention, and within minutes we have wine on the table and menus we're pretending to read while actually just looking at each other.

"Wine at lunch," Beth says with a small smile as I pour for both of us. "Are you trying to get me drunk, Agent Ashworth?"

The way she says my title does something to me. I like it. 'Just trying to make sure we both relax,' I say, raising my glass. 'It's Saturday. We're allowed."

We order—scallops for her, steak for me—and then it's just us, the wine, and the view. The conversation flows easily at first, comfortable topics that don't require much thought. She tells me about landing the design job with the Cambridge couple, and I ask questions that are genuinely interested rather than just polite—what drew her to interior design originally, what her process looks like, what she loves most about the work.

"I love the transformation," she says, her eyes lighting up in a way that makes me want to see that expression on her face for entirely different reasons. "Taking a space that doesn't work, that feels wrong or uncomfortable, and reimagining it into something beautiful and functional. Something that makes people happy to be in."

"You're good at seeing potential in things," I observe, and I mean it as a compliment about her work but the moment the words are out I realize they could apply to this situation too—her seeing potential in me when she should probably be more cautious, when the smart thing would be to keep her distance from her ex-husband's son.

She smiles, takes a sip of wine, and I watch the way her lips touch the glass, the small movement of her throat as she swallows, and I think about what those lips would feel like wrapped around my cock, whether she'd look up at me while she took me deeper, whether she'd moan with my taste on her tongue.

"What about you?" she asks, snapping me back. "Do you like the FBI? Is it what you hoped it would be when you joined?"

"Most days,' I admit. No reason to lie about that." "The bureaucracy is frustrating sometimes, and there's a lot more paperwork than TV would have you believe, but yeah. I like that the work matters. I like that we're actually stopping people who hurt others, making a real difference instead of just accumulating wealth and power like..." I trail off deliberately.

"Like your father," Beth finishes quietly, and just like that we're on the topic I needed us to reach.

"Yeah," I say, letting some of the bitterness I actually feel toward Richard creep into my voice. "Like him. I never wanted that life. The business dinners and the fake charity and the complete lack of anything resembling actual human connection."

Our food arrives and we're quiet while the server sets plates down and refills our wine glasses, but I can see Beth thinking, processing, and when we're alone again she picks up the thread without prompting.

"I've been going through old boxes from the marriage," she says, cutting into a scallop but not eating it yet, just pushing it around her plate. "Trying to decide what to keep and what to throw away. It's strange, looking at photos from just three years ago and feeling like it was a different lifetime. Like I was a different person."

This is exactly the opening I need, and I take it carefully, keeping my tone curious but not too interested, just a natural follow-up to what she's said. "That must be weird. What kind of stuff did you keep? Or is that too personal to ask?"

"No, it's fine," she says, finally eating the scallop and making a small sound of appreciation that goes straight to my cock. "It's mostly just random stuff—old calendars, photos from business trips and parties, some of Richard's papers that got mixed with mine during the divorce. I don't even know why I kept most of it. Habit, I guess. I keep meaning to just throw it all away but I haven't gotten around to sorting through it."

Old calendars. Photos from parties. Richard's papers. Those boxes interest me more than I let on. I nod, take a bite, let her keep talking. "Were the business parties awful? I remember having to go to a few when I was younger before I escaped to college. Everyone was so..."

"Pretentious?" Beth offers with a laugh. "Fake? Yes. God, they were terrible. And some of Richard's associates were..." She pauses, trying to find the right word. I wait her out. "Unsettling. There was this one guy, Viktor something, who always stared at me like I was a piece of meat. And the conversations I'd overhear sometimes were strange—all these cryptic references to shipments and routes and 'product.' I assumed it was just boring business stuff, but the way they talked about it always felt off."

Viktor Kozlov. She's talking about Viktor fucking Kozlov, one of the key players in Richard's trafficking network, and she just handed me that connection on a silver platter without even realizing it. I need dates for those parties, need to know who else was there, need to see those photos she mentioned, but I can't push, can't show too much interest or she'll start to wonder why I care so much about her ex-husband's business associates.

So I just make a sympathetic face and say, "That sounds uncomfortable. My father has always had questionable taste in business partners. I'm not surprised he surrounded himself with people who made you feel unsafe."

She seems to relax at my response, like she was worried I'd defend Richard or dismiss her instincts, and takes another sip of wine. "Did you travel with him much?" I ask, keeping it casual, just continuing the conversation naturally. "For business, I mean?"

Beth shakes her head. "Not often. He said the trips were boring, that I'd hate sitting in hotel rooms while he was in meetings all day. Looking back, I think he just didn't want me around. He went to Eastern Europe a lot—Romania, Ukraine, places like that. And Southeast Asia. Thailand, Vietnam." She shrugs like it's not important, but every word she's saying is gold for my investigation.

Romania. Ukraine. Thailand. Vietnam. Every single one of those countries is a known source point for human trafficking, and Richard's shipping routes would provide perfect cover for moving victims.I nod along. Sympathetic. Not too eager. Just a guy making conversation with a woman about her shitty ex-husband.

"He kept you pretty separate from all that," I observe, which is both true and useful—it means she's not complicit, means anything she tells me is genuine rather than rehearsed or defensive.

"Completely separate," Beth confirms. "I think he liked having a wife who looked good at events but didn't ask questions about work. Someone he could show off but who wouldn't interfere with his actual life."

The bitterness in her voice is genuine and justified, and I feel a flash of anger on her behalf even though that anger is complicated by the fact that I'm currently using her just as much as Richard did, just in different ways. But I push that guilt down because this is bigger than my personal ethics, because the victims trapped in Richard's network deserve justice more than I deserve a clear conscience.

The conversation shifts naturally after that, moving away from Richard and into lighter territory—travel we'd both like to do someday, books we've read recently, a documentary series she's been watching about architectural history that I make a mental note to actually check out because the way her face lights up when she talks about it makes me want to know everything she's interested in. The wine loosens us both up, and by the time our plates are cleared and we're sharing a chocolate torte for dessert—her suggestion, and the intimacy of both our forks reaching for the same plate feels charged with meaning—the awareness between us has shifted from simmering to actively burning.

We're sitting at a small table, and our knees have been touching underneath for the past twenty minutes, neither of us making any effort to move away. I feel her everywhere we're touching. Staying friendly is getting harder. The way she licks chocolate from her fork, the movement of her throat when she drinks her wine, the rise and fall of her chest that tells me her breathing has quickened, that she's as affected by this proximity as I am.

I reach for the wine bottle to refill her glass, and as I pour, my hand brushes against hers on the table. It's deliberate on my part but I make it look accidental, I let my fingers linger. Her breath changes—just barely. She doesn't pull away.

The conversation has gotten quieter, more intimate, less about the words and more about the subtext underneath them. She mentions she's thinking about redecorating her bedroom, and I hear myself say that I'm good with my hands if she needs help moving furniture, and the innuendo is barely there but it's enough to make her blush slightly. I'm playing with fire here, I know I am, but I can't seem to stop myself.

When we're down to the last few bites of dessert, I make my move. I shift my leg deliberately so my knee presses more firmly against hers, and when she doesn't move away, when she actually leans slightly into the contact, I let my hand drop below the table and rest it on her knee. Just my palm against her denim-covered leg, warm and steady, nothing overtly sexual about it but the contact feels monumental anyway.

Beth goes completely still, her fork suspended halfway to her mouth, and I can see her pulse jumping rapidly at the base of her throat. But she doesn't tell me to stop, doesn't pull away, doesn't even look uncomfortable. After a moment that feels like an eternity, she sets her fork down carefully and continues the conversation like my hand isn't currently resting on her thigh, like we're not crossing lines that probably shouldn't be crossed, like this is perfectly normal behavior for lunch between two people who barely know each other.

I keep my hand there for maybe thirty seconds, long enough to make my interest clear, long enough to watch her breathing change and her cheeks flush, and then I remove it and pick up my wine glass like nothing happened. But I see the flash of disappointment in her eyes, the way she shifts slightly in her seat, and I know I've accomplished exactly what I wanted—I've made her want more, made her wonder what comes next, made her think about my hands in contexts that have nothing to do with casual touches over lunch.

When the check comes I pay over her protests, and then we're walking out of the restaurant into the bright September afternoon, the harbor sparkling beside us and the weekend crowd milling around the waterfront. The air is cool but not cold, perfect weather for walking, and when I hold out my arm she takes it without hesitation, her hand sliding into the crook of my elbow like it belongs there.

We walk slowly with no particular destination, and I'm acutely aware of her beside me—the warmth of her hand on my arm, the way she fits perfectly at my side, the scent of her perfume that seems to have imprinted itself on my brain. We talk about nothing important, easy conversation that flows naturally, but underneath it all is the awareness that something has shifted between us, that we're moving toward something inevitable even if neither of us is saying it out loud yet.

"Where are you parked?" I ask after we've been walking for about ten minutes, even though I'm hoping she's not parked nearby, hoping I have an excuse to extend this afternoon.

"I'm not," Beth says, glancing up at me with a small smile. "I walked. My apartment is only about fifteen minutes from here."

Perfect. Exactly what I was hoping for. "Let me walk you home," I offer, and then because I want her to know this isn't just politeness, I add, "I'm not in a hurry, and I'm not ready to say goodbye yet."

Her smile widens. There's heat there, and hesitation, and something she's still deciding. I want to kiss her until she decides. "Okay," she agrees, her voice just a little breathless. "I'd like that."

We change direction, heading away from the waterfront and into the residential streets of the South End, and the walk gives me time to think about my next moves, to plan how I'm going to get inside her apartment, how I'm going to position myself for future access without being obvious about it. But it also gives me time to just be with her, to enjoy the simple pleasure of walking beside a beautiful woman on a perfect afternoon, and I find myself relaxing in ways I don't usually allow myself to relax when I'm working.

She lives in a converted brownstone on a tree-lined street, the kind of building with character. It feels like her.

We reach her apartment door on the third floor, and there's a moment of hesitation where we both stand in the hallway and the air feels thick with unspoken questions. Beth has her keys in her hand but she hasn't moved to unlock the door yet, and I can see her debating with herself, trying to decide what happens next.

I make the decision easy for her. "I'd love to see your place," I say, keeping my tone casual and friendly like I'm just curious about her design aesthetic and not planning to case her apartment for evidence. "If you're offering."

She smiles, looks relieved. 'Come in. I'll make coffee."

I follow her inside and take in everything at once with the kind of comprehensive sweep that's second nature after years of training. The apartment is small but beautifully decorated, every detail chosen carefully—comfortable furniture that's clearly quality but not ostentatious, books overflowing from built-in shelves, art on the walls that's actually interesting rather than just expensive. It's completely different from Richard's spaces with their cold minimalism and museum-quality pieces chosen by designers, and I can see Beth in every corner of this room, can see her personality and taste and the life she's building for herself.

And in the corner near a small desk, exactly where I need them to be, are several boxes labeled in Beth's handwriting: "old files—sort through" and "photos—marriage." My heart rate kicks up even though I keep my expression neutral and interested, just a guy looking around his date's apartment for the first time.

"Make yourself comfortable," Beth says, gesturing to the couch before heading toward the small kitchen that's visible from the living area. "Coffee will just take a minute."

I sit on the couch and watch her move around her kitchen, and while I'm watching her I'm also cataloging everything else—the laptop sitting closed on her desk, the filing cabinet in the corner, the layout of the apartment and where everything is positioned. I need to come back here, need to go through those boxes and that laptop, need to find whatever documentation exists that Beth doesn't even realize is significant. But I can't be obvious about it, can't give her any reason to question why I'm so interested in her space.

She returns with two mugs of coffee and sits beside me on the couch, close enough that our thighs are touching, and we fall into easy conversation about her apartment, about the neighborhood, about nothing particularly important. But the tension that's been building all through lunch is still there, thicker now that we're alone in her private space, and after about fifteen minutes of talking around what we both know is about to happen, the conversation just... stops.

She's looking at me, and I'm looking at her, and we both know. I set my coffee down. She does the same. I'm done pretending.

I reach up slowly, giving her time to pull away if she wants to, and tuck a strand of hair behind her ear. My fingers linger at her jaw, and her skin is so soft, so warm, and when she leans into my touch, tilting her head slightly so my palm cups her cheek, something in my chest tightens in a way that has nothing to do with just wanting to fuck her.

"Beth", I say —and hear how wrecked I sound. I don't care.

"Chase," she says, barely a whisper—and then I kiss her. Or she kisses me. I don't know who moves first. It doesn't matter.

The kiss starts slow, almost tentative, just our lips moving together, learning the shape and taste of each other. She tastes like chocolate and wine and something that's just her, and I swallow the small sound she makes in the back of her throat, deepening the kiss, my hand sliding from her jaw to the back of her head, fingers threading through her hair. Her hands come up to grip my shirt, pulling me closer, and the tentative quality of the kiss disappears completely, replaced by something hungry and desperate and far too honest.

I shift on the couch, my body moving to cover hers, and she lets herself be pressed back into the cushions, her mouth opening under mine, her tongue sliding against mine in a way that makes my cock harden painfully in my jeans. My free hand finds her waist, slides up over the silk of her blouse, and I can feel her ribs, the curve of her breast, the rapid beat of her heart under my palm.

She arches into me, one hand sliding down my chest. I shift my hips and press against her—let her feel what she's doing to me.

She gasps. Her hand tightens on my waist. I pull back just enough to see her face, and I don't need her to say it. It's all there.

"Chase," she breathes, and her voice is breathless, and I've never heard anything more beautiful.

I kiss her again, harder this time, less controlled, my tongue claiming her mouth while my hand slides further up her ribcage, my thumb brushing the underside of her breast through her blouse. She makes another sound, something between a moan and a whimper, and her hips shift underneath me in a way that makes me want to tear her clothes off right here, right now, and finally take what I've been wanting for four goddamn years.

But that's not the plan. That's not how this is supposed to go. I need to leave her wanting more, need to maintain some control over this situation, need to make sure our first time happens on my turf where I can manage all the variables. So even though every instinct in my body is screaming at me to stay, to finish what we've started, I force myself to pull back, to put space between us before I completely lose my mind.

"I need to go," I say, and my voice is so rough it barely sounds like me.

Beth looks up at me, lips parted, still breathing hard. "What? Why?"

I sit up, putting more distance between us even though it physically hurts to do it, and I see her eyes drop to the obvious bulge in my jeans, see the way her breath catches when she realizes exactly how hard I am, exactly how much I want her. Good. I want her to see it, want her to know I'm not leaving because I don't want this, want her to spend all week thinking about it.

"If I don't leave right now," I say, standing up and stepping back, trying to get myself under some semblance of control, "I'm going to fuck you on this couch. And you deserve better than that for our first time."

It's partially true—I do want our first time to be somewhere I have complete control, somewhere I can take my time and make it exactly what I've been fantasizing about. But it's also strategic, part of the game I'm playing whether I want to admit it or not. Leave her wanting. Make her think about me all week. Make sure when we finally do this, she's so desperate for it that she'll let me do anything I want.

I move toward the door and Beth stands too, follows me, still looking confused and frustrated and so beautiful it makes my chest ache. "Chase—"

"Next Saturday," I say, cutting her off before she can finish whatever she was going to say, before I lose my resolve and go back to her. "Come to my place. Seven PM. I'll cook dinner."

She just nods, apparently unable to form words, and I take advantage of her stunned silence to close the distance between us one more time. I kiss her again—rougher this time, no pretense—and then I force myself to pull back. She sways slightly, and I have to force myself not to catch her, not to pull her against me and forget about plans and strategies and everything that isn't just having her.

"Think about me",' I say—and then I go before I change my mind.

I stand in the hallway for a long moment after her door closes, hands clenched into fists, breathing hard, my cock still painfully hard and my whole body screaming at me that I just made a terrible mistake. But I didn't. I made the smart move, the strategic move, the move that keeps me in control of this situation instead of letting my dick make decisions for me.

I make it down the stairs and out to my car, and I sit in the driver's seat for a full minute before I trust myself to drive, my hands gripping the steering wheel hard enough that my knuckles turn white, the taste of her still on my lips, the scent of her perfume still clinging to my clothes. I kissed her. I let her feel how much I want her. I walked away and left her wanting more. And I saw what I needed to see—those boxes, that laptop, the layout of her apartment, everything I need to access when I come back.

My phone buzzes with a text from my partner, Sofia: "Update?"

I stare at the message for a moment, thinking about what to say, how to summarize what just happened without admitting how far over the line I've already gone. Finally I just type: "Making progress. Will have more soon."

It's not a lie. I am making progress. Beth mentioned Viktor Kozlov, mentioned the parties and the conversations she overheard, mentioned the boxes full of documents and photos she's been meaning to sort through. I know where she lives now, know the layout of her apartment, know where the evidence I need might be hiding. The fact that I also just kissed her until we were both half out of our minds with want is just... collateral. Part of the plan. Necessary for maintaining her trust and ensuring future access.

I start the car and begin the drive back to Cambridge, but my mind is still in that apartment, still on that couch, still tasting her mouth and feeling her body under mine and hearing the sounds she made when I touched her. My cock is still half-hard, probably will be until I get home and deal with it, and I'm already counting down the days until Saturday when she'll come to my place and I won't stop, won't pull away, won't do anything except finally take what I've wanted for four years.

One week. Seven days. And then Beth will be in my bed, under my hands, coming apart on my cock while I finally make good on every fantasy I've been harboring since I was twenty-two years old and saw her for the first time and knew with complete certainty that I would have her someday.

I make it home and barely make it through my front door before I'm unbuckling my jeans, shoving them down along with my boxer briefs, and wrapping my hand around my aching cock with a groan of relief. It takes less than two minutes, images of Beth flooding my mind—her mouth under mine, the sounds she made, the way her body felt pressed against me, the heat in her eyes when she saw how hard I was for her. I cum with her name on my lips, covering my hand and stomach, and even then it's not enough, won't be enough until I actually have her.

After I clean up, I pull out my phone and text her before I can second-guess myself: Saturday. 7pm. I'll send you my address. Wear something you don't mind me taking off.

Her response comes back almost immediately: Okay.

One word, but it's everything. She's going to come to my place. She's going to let me do everything I've been planning. And after, once I have her trust completely, once she's sleeping sated and satisfied in my bed, I'll go back to her apartment and find everything I need to take down Richard Ashworth.

I open my laptop and make notes while everything is fresh in my mind—Viktor Kozlov's name, the parties she mentioned, the timeline of Richard's travel, the boxes of documents in her apartment. I write down questions I need to ask eventually, information I need to gather, connections I need to make. I'm building a case piece by piece, and Beth is the key to all of it even though she doesn't know it yet, even though she thinks we're just two people attracted to each other and not a federal agent and his unwitting informant.

The guilt flickers again, stronger this time because I can still taste her, can still feel the trust in the way she kissed me back, can still hear her voice saying my name like I'm someone worth trusting. But I push it down the same way I always do, remind myself that the victims being trafficked through Richard's network deserve justice more than I deserve a clear conscience, remind myself that the ends justify the means even if those means involve using someone who's starting to look at me like I might be something more than just a convenient distraction from her failed marriage.

I close the laptop and lean back in my chair, staring at the exposed brick walls of my loft, thinking about next Saturday and everything that's going to happen. I'm going to cook for her, something impressive but not too formal. I'm going to pour her wine and make her laugh and slowly, deliberately seduce her until she's ready to beg for it. And then I'm going to take her to my bed and fuck her properly, thoroughly, make her cum so many times she loses count, make sure she knows exactly what she's been missing all these years with Richard.

And after that, everything will be easier. Once we've crossed that line, once we're sleeping together, she won't question when I want to spend time at her place. She won't think twice if I use her bathroom or need to check something on her laptop or want to look through old photos with her. She'll trust me completely, and I'll use that trust to find everything I need to destroy my father.

One week, I think again, looking at my phone, at her name in my contacts, at that single word "Okay" that promises everything. One week until I finally have her.

And I can't fucking wait.


SURRENDER


His footsteps fade down the hall. I stay against the door, hand still on the knob, not trusting my legs. I can still feel where he touched me. Where he pressed into me. I'm not okay.

I walk back to the couch on shaky legs and sink into the cushions where we were just tangled together. I lick my lips without thinking. He's still there. I'm going to be thinking about this for days. I'm aching. Everywhere. And there's nothing I can do about it right now.

He did that on purpose, I realize with a mixture of frustration and reluctant admiration. Left me wanting. Made sure I'd spend all week thinking about him, about that kiss, about what might have happened if he'd stayed. And damn it, it's working. I can't think about anything else, can't focus on anything beyond the feeling of his hands in my hair and his tongue in my mouth and the way his body felt covering mine like he was made to fit there.

My phone buzzes on the coffee table and I grab for it with embarrassing eagerness, my heart jumping when I see his name on the screen.

Saturday. 7pm. I'll send you my address. Wear something you don't mind me taking off.

I read it three times. By the third, I'm wet, restless, and wondering how I'm supposed to wait until Friday. He's not asking. He's telling me what's going to happen, what he expects. Richard never took charge like this, never made demands, and the few times I tried to tell him what I wanted he made me feel like I was asking for too much, like my desires were inconvenient obligations he had to fulfill.

He's not asking what I want. He's telling me what's going to happen. And I'm into it. Really into it.

I type back just one word because I don't trust myself to say more, don't trust that I won't send something desperate and needy that will reveal exactly how affected I am: Okay.

The week that follows is exactly the torture I knew it would be. I think about him constantly, replay that kiss obsessively, lie awake at night imagining what Saturday will bring. I touch myself every night, cumming hard to fantasies of his hands and his mouth and his cock, but it's not enough, will never be enough until I actually have him. Wednesday he sends me his address—a loft building in Cambridge near the river, the kind of industrial-chic neighborhood that's been gentrified into something expensive and desirable. Friday I barely sleep, tossing and turning and checking the clock every hour like I can make time move faster through sheer force of will.

Saturday morning drags interminably. I change outfits three times, settling finally on black jeans that fit like a second skin and a deep green silk camisole with delicate lace trim that walks the line between nice top and obvious lingerie. Underneath I'm wearing matching black lace—bra and panties that cost more than they should but that make me feel sexy and confident and like someone worth wanting. I tell myself the expensive lingerie is for my own confidence, but I know it's for him, know I want to see his face when he unwraps me like a gift he's been waiting for.

The drive to Cambridge takes twenty minutes through late afternoon traffic, and I spend the entire time trying to calm my racing heart, reminding myself that I'm a forty-five-year-old woman who can handle a dinner date and sex with an attractive man without making it complicated. This is just physical. Just two people who are attracted to each other acting on that attraction. Simple. Straightforward. Nothing to be nervous about.

Except my hands are shaking slightly when I text him that I'm here, and when he responds immediately telling me to come up to apartment 4B, I have to take three deep breaths in my car before I trust myself to walk into his building without looking like I'm about to fall apart.

The elevator ride to the fourth floor feels both endless and too short, and when I'm finally standing in front of his door, my heart is pounding so hard I'm sure he'll be able to hear it when he opens the door. I knock twice, and within seconds he's there, and the sight of him makes all the air leave my lungs in a rush.

He's wearing dark jeans and a fitted black t-shirt that shows off every muscle in his chest and arms, and his feet are bare which is somehow more intimate than if he'd been fully dressed. His hair is slightly damp like he recently showered, and the stubble on his jaw is darker than last week, deliberate instead of accidental, and I want to feel it scraping against my thighs while he—

"Beth," he says, and his voice is low and warm and sends shivers down my spine. "Come in."

He reaches for me as I step over the threshold, pulling me inside and into his arms in one smooth movement, and then his mouth is on mine and he's kissing me like he's been starving for it all week, like he thought about it as obsessively as I did. His hand presses into my lower back, pulling me flush against him, and I can already feel that he's hard, that he's been thinking about this just as much as I have.

He pulls back, and the look on his face says this is just the beginning. "I've been thinking about you all week," he admits, his thumb brushing across my lower lip. "About this. About what I'm going to do to you."

"Me too," I manage, my voice embarrassingly breathless.

He smiles. Takes my hand. 'Good. Tour, then dinner. "Then I get to touch you the way I've been thinking about".

His loft is exactly what I would have expected if I'd thought about it—industrial space with exposed brick walls and high ceilings, large windows overlooking the Charles River where the last of the daylight is fading into dusk, open floor plan that flows from living area to kitchen to what I can see is his bedroom through an open doorway. It's masculine without being sparse, lived-in but meticulously clean, decorated with actual thought instead of just expensive furniture chosen by someone else. I like it immediately, like how it feels honest and unpretentious, so different from Richard's carefully curated spaces that always felt like museums instead of homes.

"Wine?" he offers, and I nod, watching as he pours me a glass of red that he's already opened and let breathe. He's planned this, thought about details. And something about that—someone paying attention, noticing what I need—gets under my skin in a way I wasn't ready for.

The kitchen smells amazing—something savory and rich—and I watch him move around his space with easy confidence, checking on chicken that's roasting, stirring risotto on the stove, pulling vegetables from the oven. He's comfortable in the kitchen—easy, relaxed. I didn't know that would be attractive, but it is.

"You really can cook," I observe, taking a sip of wine that's excellent, complex and smooth.

"I told you I'm good with my hands," he says, glancing at me with a smile that's absolutely filthy in its implications. "Cooking is just one application."

Dinner is ready within minutes, and he plates everything beautifully before leading me to a small table by the windows where the city lights are starting to come on across the river. The food is genuinely impressive—perfectly cooked chicken with a pan sauce that's rich and flavorful, risotto that's creamy without being heavy, roasted vegetables that still have a bite to them. We eat and talk, the conversation flowing easily between us like it always does, but underneath everything is the awareness of what's coming, the anticipation building with every glance and accidental touch.

He refills my wine glass when it's empty, his hand brushing mine deliberately, and when he reaches across me to grab the serving spoon I catch his scent—clean, warm, distracting. I almost pull him into my lap.

"You left me pretty frustrated last week," I say when we're mostly finished eating, the wine making me bold enough to voice what I've been thinking all evening.

Chase leans back in his chair, his eyes travelling over me with obvious appreciation before meeting mine again. "I know. That was the point."

"The point was to torture me?"

"The point was to make sure you spent all week thinking about me, about this, about what would happen when you came here tonight." He takes a sip of his wine, his gaze never leaving mine. "Did it work?"

I could lie, could play it cool and pretend I wasn't affected, but what's the point? We both know why I'm here. "Yes," I admit. "It worked."

Something flashes in his eyes—satisfaction, hunger, possession—and he sets his wine glass down deliberately. "Good. Because I've been thinking about you too. About all the things I want to do to you. All the ways I want to make you cum."

"Tell me,"I say—and I barely recognize my own voice. I don't care. I want to hear him say it.

Chase stands from the table and holds out his hand to me, and when I take it he pulls me up and into his arms, his mouth finding mine in a kiss that's deeper and more demanding than the one at the door. His hands slide down my back to cup my ass, pulling me against him so I can feel how hard he is, and when the kiss finally breaks we're both breathing hard.

"I want to handcuff you to my bed," he says, his voice low and rough against my ear, sending shivers cascading down my spine. "I want you spread out, helpless and completely at my mercy. I want to eat your pussy until you can't take anymore, until you're begging me to stop, and then I want to keep going until you cum so hard you can't breath."

Oh god. The image he's painting is so vivid, so explicit, so far beyond anything Richard ever offered that I feel dizzy with arousal. "Yes," I breathe against his neck. "Yes, I want that."

"I'm going to fuck you hard," he continues, one hand sliding up to fist in my hair, pulling my head back so he can look into my eyes. "I'm going to make you take everything I give you, and you're not going to cum until I say you can. You're going to learn that your pleasure belongs to me tonight. That you don't move, don't touch yourself, don't do anything unless I tell you to. Understand?"

I should probably be intimidated by the command in his voice, by how much control he's demanding, but instead I'm so turned on I can barely form words. Richard never took control like this, never made demands, never seemed invested enough in my pleasure to care about controlling it. But Chase is looking at me like my pleasure is his mission, like he's going to take me apart and put me back together and make sure I know exactly who's responsible for it.

"I understand," I manage, and my voice comes out shaky with need.

"Good girl," he says, low, like a reward—and something in me lights up that I didn't know was there. "Now, is that what you want, Beth? Because once we start, I'm not stopping. You're going to take everything I give you. So I need to hear you say it."

"Yes," I say, more firmly this time, meeting his eyes so he can see I mean it. "Yes, Chase. That's what I want. I want you to do all of that to me."

He smiles. "Then come with me."

He takes my hand and leads me toward his bedroom, and every step feels weighted with significance, with the knowledge that whatever happens next is going to change something fundamental between us. His bedroom is simple but masculine—large bed with dark gray sheets that look expensive and soft, minimal furniture, windows overlooking the city providing soft ambient light even though he hasn't turned on any lamps.

He positions me at the foot of his bed and steps back, eyes moving over me in a way I can feel. "Take off your jacket," he says—and it's not a request.

I slide my leather jacket off my shoulders and let it drop to the floor, and he goes still for a second as he takes in the green silk camisole, the way it clings to my curves and hints at the lace of my bra underneath.

"Christ, Beth," he breathes, stepping closer again, his hands coming up to trace the lace trim along the neckline. "You're so fucking beautiful. Do you have any idea what you do to me?"

Before I can answer, he's pulling the camisole over my head in one smooth motion, and then I'm standing in front of him in just my jeans and the black lace bra I chose specifically for this moment. He inhales sharply, and then his hands are on me—cupping, stroking through the lace. I arch into his touch before I can stop myself.

"You wore this for me," he says, and it's not a question, just a statement of fact that makes me flush with heat.

"I wanted you to want me," I admit, because there's no point in pretending otherwise.

"Beth," he says, his voice rough, thumbs brushing over my nipples through the lace and making me gasp. "I've wanted you since before you married my father. This—" he gestures at the lingerie with something like reverence "—is just the most perfect bonus I could have asked for."

He makes quick work of my jeans, unbuttoning and unzipping and sliding them down my hips along with my heels until I'm standing in front of him in just the matching black lace set, and the way he's looking at me makes me feel more desired than I have in years, maybe ever. He steps back, eyes moving over me. I feel the pull to cover myself—Richard's voice in my head, listing everything wrong. I stay still. I let him look.

"Perfect," Chase says firmly, like he can read my insecurity. "Every fucking inch of you is perfect. Don't ever let anyone tell you different."

Then he's pulling his shirt over his head, revealing the body I've been fantasizing about for weeks—broad shoulders, defined chest and abs, that V-line disappearing into his jeans that makes my mouth water. I reach out to touch him, running my hands over warm skin and firm muscle, feeling his abs flex under my palms, but he catches my wrists gently but firmly.

"No," he says, and there's steel under the gentleness. "Tonight you don't touch unless I say you can. Tonight you take what I give you and you don't get to control anything. Understand?"

The dominance in his voice, the absolute certainty that he's in charge here, makes my pussy throb. "Yes," I breathe.

"Yes, what?" he prompts, and I understand what he wants, what role he's asking me to play.

"Yes, sir," I say, testing out the words, and the way his eyes flicker tells me I got it right.

"Good girl," he praises again, and I'm learning how much I like those words from him, how they make me feel valued and seen in ways Richard never managed. "Now get on the bed. On your back, arms above your head."

I do as he says, climbing onto his bed that smells like him, lying back against pillows that are soft and expensive, raising my arms above my head and feeling exposed and vulnerable and more turned on than I've ever been in my life. Chase strips off his jeans and boxer briefs, and then he's standing at the foot of his bed completely naked, and I get my first full look at his cock—thick and long and impossibly hard, bigger than Richard, younger and more vital, and I want it in my mouth, in my pussy, everywhere.

He reaches into his nightstand and pulls out what I realize are handcuffs—actual metal handcuffs with fur lining, clearly designed for this purpose—and I'm breathless for a moment.

He cuffs my wrists to the headboard, checking to make sure they're secure but not too tight, and then he sits back and just looks at me—spread out and helpless and his for the taking. "Fucking gorgeous," he murmurs, running one hand down my body from my throat to my stomach, not touching my breasts or between my legs yet, just mapping my skin and making me shiver. "I'm going to take my time with you, Beth. I'm going to learn every inch of your body, figure out exactly what makes you scream."

He starts with my mouth, kissing me deep and thorough while his hands roam over my still-covered breasts, and I arch into his touch, straining against the handcuffs, already wanting more. He kisses down my jaw to my neck, finding the sensitive spot just below my ear and sucking hard enough that I know he's leaving a mark, claiming me in a way that's possessive and primal and makes me moan.

He reaches behind me, unhooks my bra, and lets it drop. I'm exposed now—and the way he looks at me makes me forget to be self-conscious. He cups my breasts again without the lace barrier, and the feeling of skin on skin makes me gasp. His thumbs brush over my nipples, circling and teasing, and then he's lowering his head and taking one into his mouth.

The sensation is overwhelming—hot and wet and perfect—and when he sucks hard while flicking his tongue over the sensitive tip, I cry out and arch off the bed, pulling against the handcuffs instinctively. He alternates between breasts, sucking and licking and occasionally biting just hard enough to send pleasure-pain shooting through me, and I'm already so close to cumming just from this, just from his mouth on my breasts and his hands holding me down.

"Chase, oh my god, please," I hear myself beg, though I'm not even sure what I'm begging for.

"Not yet," he says against my skin, his voice rough with his own need. "You don't cum until I'm ready for you to cum. And I'm nowhere near ready yet."

He kisses down my ribs, my stomach, taking his time even though I'm writhing underneath him, desperate for more. When he hooks his fingers in the waistband of my panties, I lift my hips to help him, and he slides them down my legs slowly, torturously, before tossing them aside with my other discarded clothing.

Then he's spreading my legs wide, positioning himself between my thighs, and I'm completely exposed to him, more vulnerable than I've ever been with anyone. He doesn't touch me right away, just looks, and I can feel my face heating with embarrassment even as my body responds to his obvious appreciation.

"Look at you," he says, his voice almost reverent. "Fuck, Beth, you're already soaked. All this for me?"

"Yes," I manage, because I am wet, have been wet since I walked into his apartment, have been thinking about this all week. "Please, Chase, I need—"

"I know what you need," he interrupts, and then his mouth is on me and I'm gone.

He licks up my center slowly, deliberately, tasting me, and the sensation is so intense after a week of anticipation that I actually cry out, my hands pulling against the handcuffs hard enough to hurt. His tongue circles my clit, flicks over it, and then he's sucking it into his mouth while his hands grip my thighs, holding me open and immobile, not letting me move or control the angle or do anything except take what he's giving me.

"Oh god, oh fuck, Chase—" I'm babbling, incoherent, lost in sensation as he takes me apart with his mouth. He's methodical about it, paying attention to what makes me gasp and moan, adjusting his technique based on my reactions, and when he slides two fingers inside me while his tongue continues its assault on my clit, I come apart with a scream that probably echoes through his entire building.

The orgasm crashes through me in waves, pleasure radiating out from my core, my whole body tensing and shaking, and he doesn't stop, doesn't give me any time to recover, just keeps licking and sucking while I thrash against the handcuffs and beg him for mercy I don't really want.

"Too much, Chase, I can't—"

"You can," he says against my pussy, his voice vibrating through me. "You're going to give me another one. And then another. I told you I was going to eat you until you couldn't take anymore, and I meant it."

He adds a third finger, and when he hits that spot, I can't do anything but moan. His mouth is relentless on my clit, sucking and licking and occasionally scraping his teeth across it in a way that makes me buck against his face. The second one builds fast and crashes through me. I cry out—his name, broken in half—and I'm shaking when it ends.

He finally pulls back, his face wet with me, looking immensely satisfied with himself as I lie there shaking and gasping, my entire body oversensitized and trembling. "That's two," he says, crawling up my body, positioning himself between my thighs. "Let's see how many more I can get out of you."

His cock presses against my entrance, thick and hot, and even though I'm wet and ready, the first push is intense because he's bigger than I'm used to, thicker, and the stretch borders on painful. "Breathe," he instructs, watching my face carefully. "Relax and let me in."

I try to do as he says, forcing myself to breathe through the intensity, and he enters me slowly, giving me time to adjust to each inch, and by the time he's fully seated inside me I feel so full I can barely breathe. He stays still for a moment, letting me adjust, and I can see the effort it's taking him not to move, the tension in his jaw and shoulders.

"Okay?" he asks, and even in his dominance he's checking on me, making sure I'm alright.

"Yes," I manage. "God, yes, you're just—you're so—"

"I know," he says, pulling back slowly and then thrusting back in, setting a rhythm that's deep and measured. "You feel incredible, Beth. So fucking tight and perfect."

He fucks me with long, deliberate strokes, watching my face, reading my reactions, adjusting his angle until he finds the spot that makes me gasp and then hitting it over and over. His hands pin my hips, holding me exactly where he wants me. I can't move, can't adjust—just take what he gives me."

"Look at me," he commands when my eyes flutter closed, overwhelmed by sensation. "I want to see your face when I make you cum again."

I force my eyes open and meet his gaze, and the intensity I see there is almost as overwhelming as the physical sensation. He increases his pace, fucking me harder now, and one hand comes down between us to grind into my clit. I try to twist away because it's too much, but he holds me still with his other hand on my hip, relentless, determined to take me apart completely.

"You're going to cum for me again," he says, his voice rough with exertion and need. "I want to feel it. Want to feel your pussy squeeze my cock while you scream my name."

The combination of his cock hitting that perfect spot inside me and his fingers on my clit is too much, and I can feel the orgasm building, different from the first two, deeper and more intense. My whole body is trembling, straining against the handcuffs, and when he leans down and bites my shoulder hard enough to leave marks, I come apart completely.

The third orgasm is devastating, obliterating, and I do scream his name, moaning with the intensity of it as my pussy clenches around his cock in rhythmic pulses. He groans at the sensation, his hips stuttering slightly, but he doesn't let himself cum yet, doesn't let himself lose control even though I can see how badly he wants to.

He pulls out and I make a sound I'm not proud of. Before I can process it, he's uncuffing me and flipping me onto my stomach.

"Hands on the headboard," he orders, his voice rougher now, less controlled, and I grip the wooden slats of his headboard as he positions me exactly how he wants me—ass in the air, face pressed into his pillows, completely exposed to him.

His hands run over my ass, squeezing, appreciating, and then without warning he brings his palm down in a sharp slap that makes me cry out more in surprise than pain. The sting spreads across my skin, and before I can process it he's doing it again, alternating cheeks, the sound of skin on skin echoing in his bedroom.

"You have no idea how long I've wanted this," he growls, punctuating his words with another slap that makes me arch and moan. "How many times I've imagined you exactly like this—on your knees, ass red from my hand, begging for my cock."

"Please," I hear myself gasp, because I am begging, because even though I've already cum three times I need more, need him inside me again, need to feel him lose control.

"Please what?" he demands, his hand coming down again, harder this time.

"Please fuck me," I manage, my voice muffled by his pillow. "Please, I need you to cum inside me—"

"I need that too," he interrupts, and then he's positioning himself at my entrance and slamming into me in one brutal thrust that makes me scream into the pillow.

This is nothing like before. This is raw and primal and desperate, his control finally snapping as he fucks me hard and fast from behind, one hand in my hair, pulling my head back so my spine arches almost painfully. His other hand grips my hip with bruising force, holding me in place as he pounds into me relentlessly, the sound of skin slapping against skin filling the room along with our ragged breathing and my helpless moans.

"Whose pussy is this?" he demands, his voice harsh and demanding, giving my hair another pull that makes tears spring to my eyes.

"Yours," I gasp, because in this moment it is, because I've never been fucked like this, never felt so completely owned and claimed and used in the best possible way.

"Say it again," he orders, his hand coming down on my ass again, the sting mixing with the overwhelming pleasure of his cock driving into me over and over.

"Yours, Chase, it's your pussy—"

He releases my hair and both his hands move to my hips, gripping so hard I know I'll have finger-shaped bruises tomorrow, evidence of this, of him, of what we did together. He's fucking me so hard the headboard is slamming against the wall, so hard I'm being driven forward with each thrust and have to brace myself to keep from collapsing, so hard that I can feel another orgasm building impossibly fast despite already cumming three times.

"That's it, take it," he groans, and I can hear in his voice that he's close, that his control is completely gone now, that he's fucking me for his own pleasure as much as mine. "Take every fucking inch. Show me how much you can handle."

One of his hands slides around to find my clit, rubbing it roughly, and that's all it takes to send me over the edge again, my fourth orgasm ripping through me so intensely that I actually sob, my arms giving out so I collapse forward onto the bed, only his hands on my hips keeping my ass in the air as he continues to fuck me.

My pussy is clenching around him rhythmically, and I feel the moment it becomes too much for him, feel his rhythm falter and his grip on my hips tighten even more. He pulls me back hard onto his cock one last time, burying himself as deep as he can go, and then he's coming with a groan that sounds almost pained, his cock pulsing inside me as he fills me with his cum.

We stay like that for a long moment—both of us catching our breath, his hands still on my hips, his cock still inside me. I can feel his cum starting to leak out around him.

He pulls out slowly, and I collapse onto my stomach, weak and exhausted. Before I can move, I feel his fingers trailing through the mixture of cum and my own juices between my thighs. Then his hand is at my mouth, two fingers pressing against my lips.

"Open."

I do. The taste of us together does something to me—I'm not done wanting him. He sees it.

"Good girl."

He disappears for a moment and comes back with a warm washcloth, cleaning me gently—so different from how he just fucked me. The contrast does something to me I wasn't expecting. I feel taken care of. Not just used. Both.

When he's done he climbs into bed beside me and pulls me into his arms, and I let myself be held, too exhausted and satisfied to overthink it, my body deliciously sore in places that will remind me of this for days. His hand strokes up and down my back in a soothing rhythm, and I can feel his heart still racing against my cheek where it's pressed to his chest.

"That was..." I start, but I don't have words for what just happened, for how thoroughly he just destroyed me.

"Yeah," he agrees, his voice rough and satisfied. "It was." A pause, and then, "Stay tonight?"

I should probably go home, should maintain some distance, should think about what this means and what I want and all the complicated implications of sleeping with my ex-stepson. But my body is so satisfied and exhausted and I don't want to move, don't want to leave the warmth and safety of his arms.

"Okay," I agree, and then because I need to establish boundaries before this becomes more than I can handle, I add, "But Chase... this is just physical, right? I mean, it's amazing, it's the best sex I've ever had actually, but I'm not looking for a relationship. I just got out of a marriage and I need to figure out who I am without being someone's wife."

He's quiet for long enough that I wonder if I've offended him, but then he says carefully, "I understand. We can keep this simple. Just us, like this. No pressure, no labels, no expectations beyond what we both want physically."

Relief floods through me because that's exactly what I needed to hear, exactly what I can handle right now. "Good. Because I really want to keep doing this, but I can't handle complicated right now."

"No complicated," he agrees, pressing a kiss to my temple. "Just this."

I drift off to sleep in his arms, more satisfied and relaxed than I've been in years, my body deliciously sore in all the right places, reminders of what we did together. Somewhere in the back of my mind a small voice whispers that this already feels more complicated than I want to admit, that the way he held me and the way he looked at me and the way he made sure I was okay suggests this is already more than just physical. But I push that voice down firmly because I can't handle complicated right now, can't handle examining what this means or what I might be starting to feel.

This is exactly what I needed, I tell myself as sleep finally claims me. Nothing more, nothing less. Just phenomenal sex with no strings attached. Perfect.


FALSE CONTROL


Iwake to sunlight streaming through the windows and Beth's soft body pressed against mine, her breathing slow and even with sleep, her ass nestled perfectly against my morning erection like her body was designed specifically to torture me. It's just past seven and I should feel satisfied after last night—I finally had her, finally made good on four years of fantasies, finally learned exactly what she sounds like when she cums—but satisfaction isn't what I'm feeling.

What I'm feeling is hungrier than before, like having her once opened something that can't be closed again, like now that I know exactly how she tastes and feels and submits so perfectly to my control, I need it constantly. But underneath the sexual greed is something more pragmatic, more urgent: I need access to her apartment. I need to search those boxes I spotted last week, need to find evidence that will connect Richard to the trafficking network we've been building a case against for eighteen months. Last night was incredible but ultimately unproductive from an investigation standpoint, and I can't afford to keep letting my cock make decisions for me.

But right now, with her warm and sleepy in my arms, I'm not thinking about the job.

I start slow because I want to feel her wake up to my touch, want to watch awareness creep into her body as pleasure pulls her out of sleep. My hand slides from where it's been resting on her hip down between her thighs, finding the heat of her pussy through the residual wetness from last night. She mumbles something, still half under. I touch her anyway—two fingers sliding against her—and she's wet before she's even awake.

"Chase?" Her voice is thick with sleep, confused, and then she gasps as I push two fingers inside her in one smooth motion.

"Good morning," I murmur against her neck, kissing the sensitive spot below her ear while my fingers start a slow, deliberate rhythm. "Don't move. Just feel. Let me make you cum."

She tries to turn toward me, tries to participate, but I tighten my arm around her waist and hold her exactly where I want her—on her side with her back pressed to my chest, my cock hard against her ass, my fingers inside her pussy. This is mine to control, mine to orchestrate, and she's going to learn that her pleasure doesn't belong to her anymore.

"I said don't move," I repeat, my voice low and commanding against her ear, and I feel her entire body go still except for the involuntary clenching of her pussy around my fingers. "Good girl. This is mine. Your orgasms are mine. You don't cum until I say you can. Understand?"

"Yes," she breathes, and her voice is already shaky, already on the edge of desperate, and we've barely started.

I work her methodically, learning the rhythm that makes her hips try to buck against my restraining arm, the pressure on her clit that makes her gasp and whimper, the angle inside her that makes her forget she's not supposed to move. She's so wet already, slick and hot around my fingers, and I wonder briefly if she's still wet from me filling her last night or if this is fresh arousal, her body responding to my touch with the kind of eagerness that makes me want to keep her in my bed indefinitely.

"Oh fuck," she whimpers after maybe five minutes of this torture, her hands clutching at my forearm where it's banded across her stomach. "Chase, please—"

"Please what?" I ask, slowing my fingers deliberately, making her work for it.

"Please let me cum," she manages, and the breathless desperation in her voice goes straight to my cock.

"Not yet," I tell her, adding a finger and feeling her stretch around me, feeling the way her entire body tenses with the increased fullness. "I want you desperate for it. I want you so close you can barely stand it, and then I want you to beg me properly."

I edge her for another few minutes, bringing her right to the precipice and then backing off, listening to her frustrated whimpers and feeling her pussy clench around my fingers like it's trying to pull me deeper, trying to take what I'm not giving her yet. This is power, this is control, this is everything I've fantasized about—having Beth Collins completely at my mercy, her pleasure dependent entirely on my whim, her body responding to me like I've imprinted myself on her nervous system.

"Please, sir," she finally gasps, the title coming naturally now, and I feel a surge of possessive satisfaction that she's already learned this, already falling into her role so perfectly. "Please, I need to cum so bad."

"Cum for me, Beth." I curl my fingers, press down on her clit. She's right there.

"Show me this pussy belongs to me."

She comes apart in my arms with a cry that's half my name and half incoherent pleasure, her whole body going rigid and then shaking as the orgasm tears through her, her pussy pulsing around my fingers, her juices flooding over my hand. I don't let up until she's pushing at my wrist, gasping, past the point of words.

"Beautiful," I murmur against her neck, slowly withdrawing my fingers and bringing them to her mouth. "Taste yourself. Taste what you give me."

She sucks my fingers clean, tongue working over them, and my cock throbs against her ass. She's more obedient than I realized. I like it.

"On your knees on the floor," I order, releasing her and shifting back to give her room to move. "Now."

She scrambles to obey, still trembling from her orgasm but eager to please, sliding off the bed and kneeling on my hardwood floor beside the mattress. I sit up and swing my legs over the edge of the bed, positioning myself directly in front of her, my cock hard and demanding between my spread thighs. The sight of her on her knees for me, naked and flushed and submissive, is so close to every fantasy I've had that I almost lose control right there.

I tilt her chin up. "You're going to suck me dry." "You're going to take everything I give you, and when I cum, you're going to swallow every drop and show me. Then you're going to thank me for letting you taste my cum. Understood?"

"Yes, sir," she says—barely a whisper—and her eyes don't leave mine. They're fixed on my face with an intensity that tells me she's exactly where she wants to be right now, that this submission isn't something I'm forcing but something she's been craving without knowing how to ask for it.

She starts with her tongue, licking up the length of my cock from base to tip, and it's good but not what I want. I twist my hand in her hair, gripping firmly enough to make her gasp, and guide her mouth onto me with the exact pressure and depth I need. She yields completely, lets me fuck her mouth the way I want. The fact that she trusts me like this—it makes me want to give her everything.

"That's it," I encourage, pulling her head down further, feeling my cock hit the back of her throat and watching her eyes water. "Relax. Breathe through your nose. You can take more."

She gags slightly when I push past her comfort zone but she doesn't pull away, just keeps breathing and yielding and trusting me to know her limits better than she does. I work her gradually deeper, watching her face, reading her responses, until I'm buried in her throat and she's making small desperate sounds around my cock that vibrate through me in ways that make it difficult to maintain control.

"Look at me."

She does—eyes wet, lips stretched around me—and I nearly lose it.

"That's it. Such a good little cocksucker. You were made for this."

I set the pace, using my grip on her hair to guide her up and down my length, fucking her mouth with strokes that make her struggle slightly for breath but never quite cross into actual distress. She's learned fast how to take me, how to time her breathing, how to use her tongue even while I'm controlling the depth and speed, and the eager way she's participating in her own use makes me want to keep her like this for hours.

"Good girl." She shudders. "Fuck, you love this. Being told what to do. Being used. You were made to be on your knees for me."

She can't answer with her mouth full of me, but the sound she makes says enough. I'm close. I could drag this out, but I want her to start the day with the taste of me. Want her to think about this every time she looks at me.

I'm gonna cum." My grip tightens. "Swallow all of it. Every drop. Show me how good you are.

She makes a sound of agreement and I let go. I groan as I come—deep, pulsing, filling her throat. She swallows, takes all of it, and I have to close my eyes for a second. Just feel it.

I pull out slow. She takes a breath, finally—lips parted, chin a mess. She looks wrecked. She looks perfect.

"Show me," I order, and she opens her mouth to prove she swallowed everything like I told her to. "Good. Now thank me."

"Thank you, sir," she says, her voice raspy from having my cock in her throat, and the words combined with the evidence of what we just did sends a pleasant aftershock through me. "Thank you for letting me taste you."

"Perfect," I say, pulling her into my lap. I kiss her—taste myself on her tongue and don't care. "You're perfect."

We shower together. I wash her hair, fingers working through it slow, and she leans back into me like it's the most natural thing in the world. That's the problem. This is starting to feel real—and it's supposed to be a job.

After we're clean and dressed—her in yesterday's clothes, me in fresh jeans and a t-shirt—I make breakfast while she sits at my small dining table watching me with an expression I can't quite read. I scramble eggs with cheese and herbs, make toast, pour coffee, feeling her eyes on me the entire time and wondering what she's thinking.

"This is nice," she says when I set a plate in front of her, and there's something tentative in her voice, like she's not sure if she's allowed to acknowledge the domesticity of this moment.

"It is," I agree, sitting across from her with my own plate, and I mean it even though I probably shouldn't. "I'm glad you stayed."

We eat in comfortable silence for a few minutes, and then she says carefully, "Can I ask you something about your work?"

Every instinct I have goes on alert even though I keep my expression open and curious. "Depends on the question. Some things I can't talk about."

"You said you work on organized crime, right? Human trafficking and things like that?"

"Among other things," I confirm, taking a sip of coffee and wondering where this is going. "Why?"

"I'm just curious," she says, but there's something more behind it, some thought she's working through. "Is that what you're working on now? A trafficking case?"

I consider how to answer this, walking the line between giving her enough to satisfy her curiosity and revealing too much. "I'm working on several things at once, but yeah, there's an organized crime component to my current major case. Tracking networks, building documentation, that kind of thing. Most of what I do is pretty boring honestly—reports and surveillance logs and waiting for warrants."

"But you must be working on something specific," she presses, and I notice she's stopped eating, her attention fully focused on me. "Something big enough that you seem tense when you mention it."

She's more perceptive than I gave her credit for, and I make a note to be careful about that going forward. "I am, but I can't really talk about details. Ongoing investigation, confidentiality requirements, all that fun stuff." I soften it with a smile. "Bureau takes that pretty seriously. I could tell you but then I'd have to kill you."

She laughs, but it sounds a little forced. "Is it dangerous? Your work?"

"Sometimes," I admit, because lying about this seems pointless when she could easily look up what FBI agents actually do. "But less than you'd think. Most of my job is gathering evidence, not kicking in doors. We have specialized teams for the dangerous parts."

"Is this case personal to you?" she asks, and the question is so close to the truth that I feel my shoulders tense involuntarily. "You seemed... I don't know, invested when you mentioned it."

I force myself to relax, to remember that she has no way of knowing what I'm actually working on, that to her this is just casual curiosity about my job. "Some cases affect you more than others," I say carefully. "This one involves victims who deserve justice, and it's taking longer than I'd like to build it properly. So yeah, I guess it's personal in that way."

"Victims of what?" she asks, and I realize I've said too much, given her an opening I shouldn't have created.

"I really can't talk about specifics, Beth," I say firmly, putting enough finality in my voice that she'll know to drop it. "I'm sorry. I wish I could tell you more, but confidentiality isn't optional."

She nods, seeming to accept this, and changes the subject to her design work, asking my opinion on color schemes for the Cambridge project. I'm grateful for the redirect even as I make a mental note to be more careful about what I reveal, to remember that every conversation with her is a potential minefield where one wrong word could expose what I'm really doing.

After breakfast she checks the time on her phone and makes a small sound of surprise. "I should get going. I have a potential client calling this afternoon and I need to prep some portfolio pieces."

"Of course," I say, standing when she does, following her to where her jacket is draped over my couch. "I'd like to see you again soon. Maybe I could bring dinner to your place one night this week? I make a decent lasagna."

"That sounds perfect," she says, and she looks so happy it almost hurts. "Wednesday? I'll be home all evening."

"Wednesday works," I confirm, already planning my approach, already thinking about how I'll manufacture time alone to search her apartment. "I'll text you what time."

At my door she hesitates, looking up at me with an expression that's part contentment and part uncertainty. "This is... this is good, right? What we're doing?"

I know what she's really asking—is this just sex or is it something more, does she need to protect her heart, are we crossing lines we shouldn't cross. "This is exactly what we both need," I tell her, which is true from multiple angles even if she doesn't know all of them. "No pressure, no expectations. Just us enjoying each other."

She nods, and I kiss her—slow, deep, my hand sliding to her ass and pulling her against me. I'm half-hard again. I want her to know. "Drive safe," I murmur against her mouth, and then I watch her walk to the elevator, hips swaying. It takes everything not to call her back.

But I don't, because I have work to do and because maintaining some distance is strategically important, and because Wednesday will be my opportunity to finally make real progress on this investigation instead of just collecting sexual satisfaction.

The elevator doors close behind her and I head back into my apartment, immediately pulling out my phone and making notes while everything is fresh in my mind. I need to plan Wednesday carefully, need to figure out exactly what I'm looking for and where it's likely to be, need to be prepared to search quickly and efficiently if the opportunity presents itself.

Monday and Tuesday blur together in a haze of surveillance footage and financial records and strategy sessions with Sofia about the Ashworth case. We're close to having enough for a warrant, but close isn't enough when Richard's lawyers are the best money can buy. We need something definitive, something that directly ties him to the trafficking network in a way that can't be explained away as coincidental business dealings.

Tuesday afternoon Sofia drops into the chair across from my desk with a coffee and a knowing look that I immediately don't like. "How's the Ashworth case going?" she asks, but her tone suggests she's asking about more than just the case.

"Slowly," I answer, keeping my attention on the surveillance photos I've been reviewing. "We know he's involved but everything we have is circumstantial. His legitimate shipping business provides perfect cover for the trafficking routes."

"What about your source? The ex-wife?"

I look up at that, keeping my expression neutral. "She's potentially useful. She was married to him for almost three years, saw things she probably doesn't realize are significant."

"Have you approached her yet? Officially?"

"Not yet," I say carefully. "I'm building rapport first, establishing that she can trust me before I bring up anything that might make her defensive about her ex-husband."

Sofia's dark eyes study me with the kind of uncomfortable perception that comes from two years of partnership. "You're sleeping with her."

It's not a question but I answer anyway. "That's not relevant to the case."

"The hell it isn't," Sofia says, leaning forward with genuine concern on her face. "Chase, if you're personally involved with a potential witness or source—"

"She's not a witness," I interrupt. "She doesn't know anything about the investigation. She thinks I'm just someone she's seeing socially."

"That's worse," Sofia says flatly. "You're using her. You know that, right? You're cultivating a relationship under false pretenses to gain access to information she doesn't know she has."

"I'm doing my job," I say, and I can hear the defensiveness in my own voice. "Richard Ashworth is trafficking human beings, Sofia. Women and children who end up in forced labor or prostitution or worse. If getting close to his ex-wife gives us access to information that puts him away, then yes, I'm going to do that."

"And when she finds out?" Sofia challenges. "When we arrest Richard and she realizes you've been using her from the beginning, that everything between you was about the case?"

"She won't find out until Richard is in custody," I say with more confidence than I feel. "And by then it won't matter. The ends justify the means."

Sofia shakes her head, clearly unconvinced. "Just be careful. Don't get in too deep. Remember why you're doing this."

After she leaves I sit alone at my desk staring at surveillance photos of Richard meeting with Viktor Kozlov outside a shipping warehouse, and I remind myself that Sofia is right about one thing—I need to remember why I'm doing this. Not for the sex, not for the satisfaction of finally having Beth after four years of wanting her, but because there are victims who deserve justice and Richard Ashworth has been operating with impunity for too long.

Wednesday afternoon I leave work early to prepare dinner, making lasagna from scratch with homemade sauce and fresh pasta because I want this to be good, want Beth to be relaxed and comfortable and trusting when I start looking for opportunities to search her apartment. I have wine selected, have my approach planned, have mentally rehearsed how I'll manufacture reasons to look around without raising suspicion.

At four-thirty my phone buzzes with a text from Beth and my stomach immediately tightens with anticipation. But when I read the message, that anticipation turns to sharp frustration.

Hey, I'm so sorry but I have to change plans. Pipe burst in my bathroom, there's water everywhere, I had to call an emergency plumber. Place is a complete disaster. Rain check?

I stare at the message for a long moment, recalibrating, trying to figure out if there's any way to salvage this opportunity. But a plumbing emergency means chaos, means contractors and no possibility of the controlled environment I need to search properly.

I type back: Shit, that sucks. Is everything okay?

Her response comes quickly: Just a mess. Water damage, going to be dealing with this for hours. I'm really sorry.

I could wait, could reschedule for next week, could be patient. But patience isn't getting me what I need, and every day that passes is another day Richard operates freely. I make a quick decision, typing: No worries. Why don't you come here instead when you're done? I already made dinner. Seems a shame to waste it. No pressure though if you're too stressed.

There's a pause long enough that I think she might decline, and then: That actually sounds perfect. I could use the distraction. Give me a couple hours?

Take your time. I'll keep dinner warm.

I set my phone down and lean back against my kitchen counter, processing the change in plans. On one hand, I'm glad I'll still see her tonight, still get to maintain momentum in whatever this thing is between us. On the other hand, the real objective of tonight—getting access to her apartment and the evidence I know is there—just evaporated, and I'm no closer to making actual progress on this case than I was a week ago.

I'll have to manufacture another opportunity, and soon. The investigation can't afford for me to keep spinning my wheels while I play house with Richard's ex-wife.

Beth arrives just after seven-thirty looking stressed and slightly disheveled, her hair damp and pulled back in a ponytail, wearing jeans and an oversized sweater that somehow makes her look more approachable and less like the polished woman I'm used to seeing. I pull her in and kiss her hard. She sighs against my mouth and presses closer.

"Rough afternoon?" I ask against her mouth, and she makes a small sound of frustrated agreement.

"There was water everywhere, the plumber couldn't come until six, and my bathroom is basically destroyed. I had to deal with insurance, the building manager—it's going to take weeks to fix."

"Come sit down," I say, guiding her to my couch and pouring her a glass of wine. "Let me feed you and you can forget about plumbing disasters for a few hours."

The lasagna is still good despite the delay. She eats, drinks her wine, and gradually relaxes. I watch her face lose some of its tension. This isn't what tonight was supposed to be about—I was supposed to be in her apartment, searching, making progress on the case. Instead I'm here, watching her unwind, and I'm not as bothered by that as I should be.

"This is really good," she says, gesturing at her plate with her fork. "Where did you learn to cook like this?"

"Trial and error mostly," I answer honestly. "Living alone means either learning to cook or eating takeout every night, and I got tired of takeout pretty quickly."

We talk easily through dinner about nothing important—her plumbing disaster, contractor horror stories, the Cambridge project, a documentary she's been watching. The conversation flows naturally in that way it always does between us, and I find myself genuinely enjoying it even though enjoyment wasn't the objective tonight, even though I should be planning my next move instead of getting comfortable with how well we fit together.

After dinner we migrate to the couch with fresh wine, and the sexual tension that's been simmering under everything all evening starts building toward something more urgent. She's sitting close enough that her thigh presses against mine, and her hand rests on my leg in a casual touch that feels more intimate than it should, and when she looks up at me with dark eyes that are asking a question she doesn't voice, I answer it by pulling her into my lap.

The kiss is immediately desperate, all the frustration of my thwarted plans and her stressful day channelling into physical need. My hands slide under her sweater finding warm skin and soft curves, and she grinds down onto my rapidly hardening cock with a small sound of want that goes straight to my brain stem. I should take her to my bedroom, should draw this out and make it last, but right now I need her too much to be patient.

I flip us in one smooth motion, laying her back on the cushions and covering her body with mine. I swallow her gasp with another kiss. Her sweater's gone before she can think, then her bra—nothing fancy, just cotton, and I don't care. She reaches for my shirt but I catch her wrists, pin them above her head with one hand.

"Not yet," I tell her, pressing her wrists into the cushion. "I want to taste you first."

I don't wait for her agreement, just kiss down her body while my free hand unbuttons her jeans and slides them down her hips along with her panties. She lifts her hips to help and then she's naked on my couch with her wrists still pinned above her head and her legs falling open in invitation, and the sight of her like this makes me want to photograph her so I can remember it exactly.

Instead I settle between her thighs and put my mouth on her pussy like I'm starving for it, licking up her center and tasting the juices that are already gathering there. She makes a choked sound and tries to move her hands but I keep them pinned, not letting her participate or control anything, just making her take what I'm giving her.

"Oh god, Chase—"

I don't answer. I just eat her like I'm starving—tongue and lips and pressure where she needs it. Her thighs squeeze around my head; I force them apart. I'm not slowing down.

She comes fast and hard, her whole body going rigid and then shaking under my hands, my name breaking on her lips in a way that makes me want to hear it over and over. But I don't let her come down. I keep going—tongue on her clit, fingers still moving—until she's pushing at my head and making sounds that aren't words anymore.

"Too much," she gasps, but I don't stop until I decide she's had enough, until I'm satisfied that I've taken her apart completely.

I let her wrists go, get my clothes off. She's still trembling when I slide between her thighs and push in—hard, all at once. We both groan. I go still for a second. I forgot how good this feels.

Fuck, you feel incredible,' I manage—and then I stop holding back. I fuck her hard into the cushions, faster than I mean to, deeper when she hooks a leg over my shoulder. She cries out, clutches at my back. I don't slow down.

I put my hand on her throat. Not hard—just enough. She looks up at me, breathing fast. "Who do you belong to right now?" My voice is rough. "Say it."

"You," she gasps. I feel her squeeze around me. "I'm yours, Chase—"

"That's right," I say, voice rough, increasing my pace until the couch is shifting with our movements. "Mine. This pussy is mine. Your pleasure is mine. Everything you give me is mine."

She comes again—and it pulls me over with her. I bury myself deep and let go, groaning against her neck. We're both shaking, sweaty, tangled together. So much for a simple dinner date.

We end up in the shower again—apparently that's our routine now. She's quiet while I wash her, gentler than I was ten minutes ago. Afterward, we're back on the couch—her in my t-shirt and boxer briefs, me in sweatpants. She curls into my side like she belongs there. I let her.

"When's your bathroom going to be fixed?" I ask, mostly because I'm trying to figure out my next opportunity for access.

"Hopefully by the weekend," she says with a sigh. "They're replacing the pipe and fixing the water damage. It's going to be expensive and time-consuming and generally awful."

"You could stay here if you need to," I offer, and part of me means it genuinely while another part is calculating that having her here means access to her things, opportunities to search through her phone or laptop if she brings them. "If the apartment's not livable."

She looks up at me, surprised. Touched. "Really? That's..."

"I have space," I say, shrugging like it's not a big deal even though offering her this level of access to my life feels significant in ways I'm not ready to process. "And I'd like to have you here."

"Let me see how bad the damage is," she says after a moment. "But thank you. That's really kind."

She leaves early Thursday morning to meet with contractors, and after she's gone I sit with my coffee staring at nothing and trying to figure out my next move. Wednesday was supposed to be my opportunity and it dissolved into a plumbing emergency. I can't keep manufacturing excuses without looking suspicious, can't keep circling around what I actually need without eventually raising questions I don't want to answer.

The risky option keeps circulating through my mind: stay over at her place one night, wait until she's asleep, search then. It's dangerous—if she catches me everything is blown, all the trust I've built evaporates, and I lose both my source and whatever this thing is between us that I'm not ready to admit I care about. But it might be my best chance at finding what I need without her knowledge, at maintaining the fiction that I'm just a guy who's interested in her instead of an FBI agent using her to take down her ex-husband.

I need to decide soon. Either commit to the risky approach or admit to Sofia that this method isn't working and we need to bring Beth in officially, tell her the truth, ask for her cooperation. But the second option means losing her trust completely, and for reasons that are getting harder to ignore, that outcome bothers me more than it professionally should.

My phone buzzes with a text from Sofia: Meeting in an hour. Update on Kozlov surveillance.

I finish my coffee and get ready for work, compartmentalizing the complicated feelings I don't have time to examine, reminding myself that whatever is happening with Beth, the case has to come first. People are being trafficked through Richard's network while I'm sitting here worrying about hurting her feelings or losing her trust. The ends have to justify the means. They have to.

Because if they don't, then what the fuck am I doing?


BLIND TRUST


The bathroom renovation is somehow worse than I initially thought, which seems impossible given that my first assessment was "complete disaster." Thursday morning I wake up to contractors arriving at seven-thirty, drilling and hammering and discussing water damage in voices loud enough to penetrate my closed bedroom door. By the time I'm dressed and caffeinated, my small apartment feels like a construction zone, plastic sheeting separating my living space from what used to be my bathroom, dust settling on every surface no matter how often I wipe things down.

The plumber gives me the bad news over coffee I make in my kitchen while trying to ignore the chaos: two weeks minimum for repairs, possibly three depending on how bad the water damage is once they really get into it, and the cost is going to be substantially more than I was initially estimated. I nod and smile and pretend I'm not mentally calculating how much of my divorce settlement is going to evaporate into fixing pipes I didn't break, and after he leaves I stand in my living room surrounded by the debris of my life and feel the walls closing in.

My phone buzzes with a text from Chase: How's the bathroom situation?

I type back: Worse than expected. 2-3 weeks of repairs. I'm living in a construction zone.

His response comes quickly: That sucks. Want me to bring dinner tonight? We could go to my place if yours is too chaotic.

The offer makes something warm unfurl in my chest, which is dangerous, which I immediately try to suppress because this is supposed to be just physical, just simple, just two people enjoying each other without complications. But the warmth persists anyway, stubborn and inconvenient.

Your place sounds perfect, I text back, and spend the rest of Thursday looking forward to escaping my apartment and seeing him again in ways that feel like more than just sexual anticipation.

Friday is more of the same—contractors, noise, mess, strangers trooping through my home with tools and opinions about my plumbing. By the time they leave for the weekend, I'm exhausted and on edge, my small sanctuary transformed into something unrecognizable and uncomfortable. I eat leftover Chinese food standing at my kitchen counter because my dining table is covered in contractor paperwork and damage assessments, and I try not to think about how much I wish Chase was here, how much I'm already craving his company after just one night apart.

That's the dangerous part, I realize as I wash my plate. Not the sex—the sex is incredible, but it's just physical. The dangerous part is that I'm starting to want his company for reasons that have nothing to do with what he does to me in bed.

I like texting with him. I like his dry humor and his attentiveness and the way he actually listens when I talk instead of just waiting for his turn to speak the way Richard always did. I like the casual domesticity of cooking together and eating together and existing in the same space doing nothing particularly important.

I like him, which was never part of the plan.

Saturday morning I meet Sarah at our usual coffee shop, grateful for the excuse to escape my apartment and the uncomfortable direction of my thoughts. She's already there when I arrive, ensconced in our favorite corner booth with a latte and a blueberry muffin, and the moment I slide into the seat across from her she narrows her eyes with that particular expression that means she's about to interrogate me about something.

"Okay, what's going on?" she says before I've even ordered my coffee. "You look different."

"Different how?" I ask, though I already know where this is going, can see it in the knowing smile she's trying to hide.

"Good different. Like you're getting laid regularly different." Her eyes light up. She leans in. "Are you seeing someone?"

I should have known I couldn't hide this from Sarah. We've been friends since college, weathered my first marriage and divorce together, supported each other through career changes and family drama and all the accumulated debris of adult life. She knows me too well, can read the signs I didn't even realize I was displaying.

"It's nothing serious," I say, which is both true and a lie, which is the whole problem. "Just someone I've been spending time with."

"Bullshit," Sarah says cheerfully, taking a sip of her latte. "You have a glow. I haven't seen you look this relaxed in years, not since before you married Richard. So spill. What's his name? What does he do? How did you meet?"

The server appears to take my order—cappuccino and a croissant I don't really want but order anyway to have something to do with my hands—and I use the interruption to figure out how much I want to reveal. Sarah will be supportive no matter what, but admitting the full truth feels like making this thing with Chase more real than I'm ready for it to be.

"His name is Chase," I say finally, carefully. "He works for the government. We met through a family connection."

"Government how? Like a boring desk job or something interesting?"

"FBI actually," I admit, because lying to Sarah is pointless when she'll just keep digging until she gets the truth anyway. "He's an agent, does organized crime investigations."

Sarah's eyebrows rise appreciably. "An FBI agent. That's hot. Is he hot?"

I feel myself blush. "Yes. Very."

"And you're being weirdly cagey about this, which means there's something you're not telling me." She studies my face with the kind of intensity that's served her well in her career as a lawyer and makes her impossible to hide from as a friend. "What's the catch? Is he married?"

"No, nothing like that. He's just... younger. Significantly younger."

"How much younger are we talking?"

I take a deep breath, knowing how this is going to sound even though Sarah isn't the judgemental type. "Twenty years."

There's a moment of silence, and then Sarah's expression shifts from curious to calculating. "Wait. Chase. Twenty years younger. FBI. Family connection." Her eyes widen as the pieces click together. "Oh my god, Beth. Please tell me you're not sleeping with Richard's son."

My face must give me away because Sarah's mouth drops open. "You are. You're sleeping with Richard's son. Your ex-stepson."

"Technically he was only my stepson for like two years," I say weakly, knowing how pathetic that sounds. "And we barely knew each other during the marriage. He and Richard were estranged almost the entire time I was married to him."

"Beth—"

"I know how it sounds," I interrupt, needing to explain before she can tell me all the reasons this is a terrible idea. "But Chase and Richard haven't spoken in three years. He chose the FBI over the family business and Richard basically disowned him. They have no relationship. And Chase and I—we didn't know each other when I was married to Richard. This isn't some weird stepson fantasy thing."

Sarah is staring at me with an expression that's equal parts shock and fascination. "Okay, I need a minute to process this. You're having an affair—"

"Not an affair. I'm divorced."

"—a relationship, whatever—with your ex-husband's twenty-five-year-old son."

"He's twenty-five," I confirm quietly, and saying it out loud to someone else makes it feel more real, more transgressive, more like something I should feel guilty about even though I don't.

"Does Richard know?"

"God, no. And he's never going to know if I can help it. Like I said, Chase and Richard don't speak. They're estranged."

Sarah takes a long drink of her latte, processing this information, and I brace myself for judgement or concern or warnings about how complicated this is. But when she finally speaks, her tone is more curious than critical. "How did this even happen? You said you barely knew him during the marriage."

"He reached out a few weeks ago. Said he was in Boston, wanted to grab coffee and catch up. I think he felt bad about what I went through with Richard." I'm editing heavily, leaving out the parts where Chase looked at me like he wanted to devour me, where the attraction was immediate and overwhelming, where I knew from that first breakfast that this was heading somewhere dangerous. "We started spending time together and it just... happened."

"And the sex is incredible," Sarah says, and it's not a question.

"Yes," I admit, feeling my face heat again. "The best I've ever had. He's very confident. Very commanding. And I like it more than I thought I would."

Sarah goes still. I know that look—she's working through every angle. "Okay, look. Is this weird? Yes, objectively, very weird. But you're both adults. You were barely in his life when you were married to Richard. And honestly, after what Richard put you through, I can't really judge you for finding happiness—or at least really good sex—with someone he'd probably hate you being with."

"That's not why I'm doing this," I say quickly, because I need her to understand that this isn't some revenge plot against my ex-husband. "Chase is just... he's kind and attentive and he makes me feel seen in ways Richard never did."

"I know that," Sarah says gently. "I can see it in your face. You like him. Like, genuinely like him beyond just the physical part."

"I'm trying not to," I confess, the admission spilling out before I can stop it. "I'm trying to keep it simple, keep it just physical. But it's getting harder to maintain that distance."

"Are you falling for him or are you just finally experiencing good sex after years of being starved for it and confusing the two things? Because there's a difference, and you need to figure out which one it is."

"I don't know," I admit, wrapping my hands around my cappuccino mug like the warmth can somehow settle the uncertainty churning in my stomach. "Maybe both? But I can't handle complicated right now. I just got out of a marriage that nearly destroyed me. I need to keep this simple."

"Beth, I hate to break this to you, but sleeping with your ex-husband's estranged son is already complicated. Like, extremely complicated. What happens if Richard finds out? What happens if Chase wants to reconcile with his father someday? What happens if you catch real feelings and he doesn't feel the same way?"

"I know," I say miserably, because she's voicing all the fears I've been trying not to think about. "But I'm not ready to end it. I know I should probably walk away before this gets messier, but I don't want to."

Sarah reaches across the table and squeezes my hand. "Then don't. Look, this is weird and potentially messy and definitely not what I expected you to tell me today. But you're both adults, you're both clearly getting something you need from this, and honestly? Fuck Richard. If he finds out and has a problem with it, that's his issue, not yours. You don't owe him anything."

"You don't think I'm crazy? Or that this is wrong?"

"I think you're doing something that makes you happy for the first time in years, and I'm not going to tell you to stop just because it's unconventional. Just be careful, okay? Protect your heart as much as you can. Because the age difference, the family connection, the complications—all of that could blow up in ways you're not prepared for."

"What if he wants more and I can't give it to him? Or what if I want more and he doesn't?"

"Then you deal with it when it happens instead of catastrophizing about theoretical problems." Sarah's grip on my hand tightens. "But Beth, seriously. The Richard connection aside, you need to be realistic about what this is. He's twenty-five. You're forty-five. He's probably not looking for something serious or permanent. So enjoy what you have, but don't build a future around it in your head."

The words sit with me. She's right. I've been so focused on trying not to catch feelings that I haven't thought about the practical reality that Chase might not want anything beyond what we have now. That the age difference might matter more to him than it does to me. That I could be building this up into something meaningful while he's just enjoying good sex with an older woman who doesn't have expectations.

We talk for another hour about other things—her daughter's college applications, her husband's promotion, the usual comfortable topics of long friendship—but Sarah's words keep circling through my mind as I walk home through the autumn afternoon. Am I falling for Chase or am I just overwhelmed by finally experiencing good sex? Is what I'm feeling real or just a biological response to physical pleasure after years of neglect? And more frighteningly, does it even matter what I'm feeling if he doesn't feel the same way?

I don't have answers, which is the whole problem. What I do know is that I'm thinking about him constantly, looking forward to his texts, wanting his company in ways that extend beyond just wanting his body. That feels dangerous, feels like the beginning of something I told myself I wouldn't let happen, but I don't know how to stop it without ending this thing between us entirely.

And I'm not ready to end it. Not yet. Maybe not ever, which is the most terrifying thought of all.

The weekend passes slowly with my apartment still torn apart, contractors absent until Monday, and me alone with too much time to think about things I'd rather not examine too closely. Chase texts throughout, nothing heavy or demanding, just checking in and sharing random observations about his day that make me smile despite my determination to keep emotional distance. Sunday evening he sends me a photo of his dinner—homemade pasta that looks genuinely impressive—and I respond with a photo of my sad desk salad eaten standing in my kitchen, and he immediately texts back: That's depressing. Come over, I have leftovers.

I should say no. I should maintain some space, some boundaries, some protection against the growing realization that I'm in deeper than I intended to be. But I don't want to say no, don't want to spend another evening alone in my construction-zone apartment, so I grab my keys and drive to Cambridge and let myself acknowledge that I'm not just going for the food or even for the sex but because I want to see him, want to be near him, want the easy comfort of his company.

He answers the door in sweatpants and a t-shirt, barefoot and casual, and pulls me inside with a kiss that tastes like the wine he's been drinking and feels like coming home in ways I'm absolutely not ready to analyze. We eat his leftover pasta at his dining table while he tells me about the documentary he's been watching about financial fraud, and I tell him about coffee with Sarah, carefully editing out the parts where I talked about him.

Monday brings contractors back with renewed vigor, and by Tuesday evening when Chase texts asking if he can come over with dinner, I respond with perhaps too much enthusiasm: Place is a disaster but yes please. I'm going crazy here alone.

He arrives an hour later with takeout and wine. The sight of him in my doorway does something to me I'm not ready to think about. We navigate around plastic sheeting and contractor debris to eat on my couch, my small dining table still buried under paperwork, and there's something comfortable about this—eating takeout in the middle of chaos, laughing about my contractor's incomprehensible explanations of pipe configurations, existing together in a space that's decidedly imperfect.

"I'm sorry my place is such a disaster," I say, gesturing at the construction chaos around us.

"It's fine," Chase says, and he seems to mean it. "Honestly, it's kind of nice seeing you in your actual life instead of always in perfectly controlled environments."

The comment strikes me as oddly specific, but before I can ask what he means, he's asking, "How are you doing? Really doing, I mean. Post-divorce life treating you okay?"

"Better than the marriage did," I admit, taking a sip of wine. "Some days are harder than others, but mostly I just feel... relieved. Like I can finally breathe again."

"Good," he says, and there's genuine satisfaction in his voice. "You deserve to feel that way."

The conversation flows easily after that, touching on work and plans and nothing particularly heavy, until his phone buzzes and he glances at it with a slight frown before silencing it.

"Work?" I ask.

"Always," he says with a grimace. "Case I'm working on is... complicated. Taking longer than I'd like to resolve."

"The one you can't talk about?"

"That's the one." He sets his phone face-down on my coffee table. "But I'm not thinking about that tonight. Tonight I'm just here with you."

The intensity in his gaze when he says it take my breath away, and then he's leaning over to kiss me, his hand sliding into my hair, and I forget to care about work or contractors or anything beyond the feeling of his mouth on mine and the familiar surge of want that his touch always creates.

"Come here," he murmurs against my lips, standing and pulling me up with him, and I follow him willingly toward my bedroom, past the plastic sheeting and contractor mess, into the only space in my apartment that still feels like mine.

He's been to my apartment before but never in my bedroom, and something about having him in this space feels more intimate than all the hours we've spent in his bed. This is where I sleep and dream and exist in my most private self, and having him here crosses some invisible line I didn't realize I'd drawn.

He seems to feel it too, his movements slower than usual as he looks around—taking in the simple furniture, the photos on my dresser, the books stacked on my nightstand, the art on my walls that I chose because I loved it rather than because it matched some designer's vision. His gaze lingers on a framed photo from my first marriage, me and Michael on our honeymoon in Italy, young and hopeful and completely unaware that we'd be divorced within five years.

"Your first husband?" he asks, picking up the frame, and I nod.

"That was in Florence. Before everything fell apart." I take the frame from him and set it back down, suddenly self-conscious about having old relationship artifacts on display. "I should probably put that away."

"And these?" He's looking at other photos now, ones from Richard's business parties, me in expensive dresses standing beside him at charity galas and fundraisers, playing the role of the elegant wife while feeling completely invisible.

"Richard's events," I say, moving closer to see which photos he's studying. "I kept them because... I don't know. Evidence that it happened, I guess. Proof that I didn't just imagine those three years."

His interest in the photos feels intense, more than just casual curiosity, his eyes scanning the other people visible in the backgrounds of the shots. But before I can ask what he's looking for, he turns back to me—and the look on his face stops me. He doesn't look curious anymore. He looks like he's about to take something.

"I want to try something," he says, his hands coming up to cup my face, his thumbs brushing across my cheekbones. "But I need you to trust me."

"What kind of something?" I ask—already knowing I'll say yes.

"I want to blindfold you," he says—and the way he says it makes me shiver. "Total control. You just feel. You trust me."

I should probably be nervous about this, about surrendering that much control, but instead I feel a rush of arousal so intense it makes my knees weak. "Okay." His smile sharpens.

"Take off your clothes," he orders, stepping back to give me room. "Slowly. I want to watch."

My hands are shaking slightly as I pull my sweater over my head, unhook my bra and let it fall, unbutton my jeans and slide them down with my panties until I'm standing naked in my bedroom while he watches with an intensity that makes me feel more exposed than just physical nudity. He strips off his own shirt and jeans, leaving him in just his boxer briefs that do nothing to hide his obvious erection, and then he's moving to my dresser, opening drawers like he owns this space, pulling out a silk scarf I use sometimes as a fashion accessory.

"Lie on the bed," he instructs, and I obey, my heart pounding so hard I can hear it in my ears. "Hands above your head."

He ties the scarf around my eyes, careful but firm, and suddenly I'm plunged into darkness. I hear him moving around my bedroom, opening drawers and closet doors, and I wonder what he's looking for but don't ask because I'm too focused on my own breathing and the anticipation building in my body.

"Look at you." His voice comes from near the foot of the bed, and I jump. "Spread out. Blindfolded. Just waiting." He pauses. The silence stretches. "I could do anything to you right now."

"Chase—" I start, but he cuts me off.

"No. You don't get to talk unless I ask you a question or you need to tell me to stop. Tonight you just feel. Understand?"

"Yes, sir," I whisper.

His hands land on my ankles, making me gasp at the sudden contact, and then he's spreading my legs wide, positioning me exactly how he wants me. I feel the mattress dip as he settles between my thighs, and then his mouth is on me and I arch off the bed with a cry I can't contain. Without being able to see, every sensation is magnified—the heat of his tongue, the suction of his lips, the scrape of his stubble against my inner thighs. He takes his time—tongue, lips, pressure exactly where I need it. When he slides two fingers inside me, I'm already embarrassingly close.

"Not yet," he says against me, pulling back just enough to keep me on the edge but not push me over. "You don't cum until I say, remember?"

"Please," I whimper, my hands clenching in the sheets above my head because I have nothing else to hold onto, no way to ground myself except through the sensations he's creating.

"Please what?"

"Please let me cum, sir, I'm so close"

"No," he says, and I nearly scream. "You cum when I let you."

He continues torturing me, bringing me to the edge over and over, reading my body's responses through breath and sound and movement since I can't see him to try to anticipate his next move. By the time he finally pulls back completely, I'm trembling and desperate, so close to orgasm that the slightest touch might push me over.

I hear him moving around my bedroom again, and then his voice comes from a different direction: "What do you use this for?"

"What?" I'm confused, disoriented, can't figure out what he's talking about.

"This ruler. The long metal one on your desk."

Understanding dawns and my entire body flushes with heat. "Measuring. For design work. I use it to—oh god—"

"It's perfect," he says, and I can hear the satisfaction in his voice. "Do you know what I'm going to do with it, Beth?"

"Yes," I breathe, because I do know, because the image is so vivid in my mind I can practically feel it already.

"Tell me."

"You're going to spank me with it," I manage, my voice shaking.

"That's right," he interrupts, and then his hands are on me, flipping me over so I'm on my stomach, pulling me up to my knees so my ass is in the air. "And you're going to count each one. Understood?"

"Yes, sir."

The first strike comes without warning, the metal ruler landing across my right ass cheek with a sharp crack that makes me cry out more in surprise than pain. The sensation is different from his hand—more focused, more intense, a line of fire across my skin that spreads into a warm ache.

"One," I gasp, and then the second strike lands on my left cheek, harder than the first.

"Two—"

He continues methodically, alternating cheeks, each strike carefully placed and perfectly measured, and by the fifth I'm having trouble remembering to count, my mind overwhelmed by sensation and arousal and the complete surrender of control. By the tenth I'm sobbing, my ass burning and my pussy soaked, desperate for release or penetration or anything beyond this exquisite torture.

"Good girl," he praises, his hand rubbing over my heated skin, the contrast between his warm palm and the burning ache making me shudder. "You took that so well. Are you ready for me to fuck you now?"

"Yes, please, god yes—"

"Where's that ruler going to be while I fuck you?" he asks, and I hear the dark amusement in his voice.

"I don't—what?"

"Every time you use it for your design work, you're going to remember this. Me spanking your ass with it. How wet it made you. That you let me mark you with your own tool."

I can't speak. Can barely breathe. "Yes, sir. I'll remember."

"Good." And then he's inside me—one hard thrust that makes me scream into the pillow, tightening around him.

He fucks me like he's trying to ruin me for anyone else, one hand gripping my hip while the other tangles in my hair, pulling my head back at an angle that's just shy of painful. The blindfold is still in place, leaving me in darkness, completely at his mercy, able only to feel and hear and experience without any ability to anticipate or control.

"This pussy is mine." His hips slam into me, hitting where I'm still burning. I can't tell if it's pain or pleasure anymore. "Say it."

"Yours, it's yours, I'm yours—"

"That's right. Mine to fuck. Mine to use. Mine to make cum whenever I want." He lets go of my hair and reaches for my clit. The second he touches me, I'm right at the edge. "Cum for me now. Right fucking now."

I cum harder than I ever have, his name ripping out of me before I can stop it, my whole body convulsing around his cock, pleasure radiating out from my core in waves that seem endless. I feel him pulse inside me as my orgasm triggers his, feel him groan my name as he cums deep inside me, and then we're both collapsing forward onto my bed, breathing hard and tangled together.

He pulls out carefully and removes the blindfold, and I blink in the sudden light of my bedroom, disoriented and overwhelmed and more satisfied than I've ever been in my life. He's looking at me like I'm his. Not just for tonight.

"You're amazing," he murmurs, brushing damp hair back from my face.

I can't form words yet, just make a sound of agreement and let him pull me against his chest. He gets up after a moment to get a washcloth from my bathroom, cleaning me gently despite how rough he just was, and the tenderness of the aftercare makes that dangerous warmth in my chest grow stronger.

When he climbs back into bed, I find myself saying, "You could stay tonight. If you want. I mean, I know it's Tuesday and you probably have work early, but..."

There's a brief hesitation before he answers, just a fraction of a second where something crosses his face that I can't identify, but then he's smiling and nodding. "I'd like that. Let me just grab my phone from the living room—I need to set an alarm for tomorrow."

He disappears while I use the bathroom and change—oversized t-shirt, sleep shorts, nothing sexy. When he comes back in just his boxer briefs, phone in hand, and climbs into my bed like it's the most natural thing in the world... I don't know what to do with that.

He sets his alarm and climbs into bed beside me, and I settle against his chest with my head over his heart, listening to the steady beat and trying not to think about how right this feels, how much I want this to be more than just physical, how terrified I am that I'm already falling for him despite all my determination not to.

"You okay?" he asks, his arm tightening around me, his hand stroking up and down my back in a soothing rhythm.

"Yeah," I say, which is both true and completely false. "Just thinking."

"About?"

About how much I like you. About how scared I am of caring too much. About how this was supposed to be simple but nothing feels simple anymore.

"Nothing important," I lie. "Just glad you're here."

His response is to press a kiss to my forehead, and we lie there in comfortable silence while I try to convince myself that everything is fine, this is all under control, I'm not in over my head.


JUSTIFIED LIES


Iwake at four-thirty in the morning with my internal clock dragging me out of sleep despite the fact that I only got maybe four hours. Beth is curled against my side, her breathing deep and even, one arm draped across my chest and her face pressed into my shoulder in a way that would be endearing if I wasn't already mentally calculating how long I need to wait before I can move without waking her.

The construction chaos in her apartment has given me the perfect cover—she's exhausted from dealing with contractors and stress, sleeping more deeply than usual, and I've been lying here for the past twenty minutes listening to her breathe and watching the ambient light from the street filter through her curtains while planning exactly what I'm going to do. 

Those boxes are fifteen feet away in her living room. I just need twenty minutes alone with those files, maybe thirty if I'm thorough, and then I can put everything back exactly as I found it and she'll never know I was looking. 

I wait another five minutes to be sure she's truly deep in sleep, then carefully extract myself from her embrace. She shifts slightly when I move, making a small sound of protest, and I freeze with my heart pounding until her breathing evens out again and she settles back into the pillows. I slide out of bed as slowly as I can manage, grateful that her mattress doesn't creak, and pull on my t-shirt in the dim light. 

My phone is still on her nightstand where I left it before we went to sleep, and I leave it there deliberately because taking it would be too obvious if she woke up and noticed I was gone. If she calls out for me, I need to seem like I just got up for water or to use the bathroom. 

The apartment is dark and unfamiliar in the early morning hours, plastic sheeting creating strange shadows and contractor equipment scattered in places I have to navigate around carefully. My eyes adjust slowly as I move from her bedroom into the living area, and I'm grateful for the streetlights outside that provide just enough illumination to keep me from running into furniture. 

The boxes are exactly where I saw them before, stacked near her desk in the corner of the living room. I kneel down in front of them, listening hard for any sound from the bedroom, but there's nothing except the ambient noise of the city outside and the occasional creak of old building settling. 

I open the top box as quietly as possible—the one labeled "photos—marriage" in Beth's neat handwriting —and start going through the contents with hands that are steadier than I expected given the adrenaline coursing through me. Party photos, business dinners, charity galas, all the formal events where Beth stood beside Richard looking elegant and increasingly unhappy as the marriage progressed. I study them in the dim light, recognizing faces I've been tracking for months. 

There's Viktor Kozlov in three separate photos, always hovering near Richard, their body language suggesting familiarity and trust. There's a man I don't recognize talking to Richard at what looks like a warehouse, both of them dressed too formally for the industrial setting, I'll figure out who he is later. 

I want to photograph these, want documentation, but I can't risk the flash or the light from my screen in the darkness. I'll have to come back, find another opportunity, manufacture a reason to be here alone during daylight hours when I can get clear images without raising suspicion. 

I set the photo box aside and reach for the second one, the one labeled "old files—sort through," and this is where my pulse really kicks up because files mean documents, potentially mean evidence we can actually use in court. The box is heavier than the photo one, packed tight with manila folders and loose papers and what feels like the accumulated debris of Richard's business life. 

On top are calendars—the expensive leather-bound kind. I pull one out carefully, squinting in the darkness to make out Richard's handwriting. March entries show a trip to Romania with "VK meeting" noted on three consecutive days. June has Ukraine circled with "DV—shipment coordination" written in the margin. September shows Thailand and Vietnam back-to-back, two weeks of travel with minimal notes except for "cargo confirmation" and a series of numbers that could be shipping container codes. 

Every single location corresponds perfectly with known trafficking routes, every date matching up with movements we've tracked through other surveillance. This is good, this is useful, this shows pattern and intent even if it's not explicit enough on its own to prove what Richard was really coordinating. 

I set the calendar aside and dig deeper into the box, finding bank statements that show large transfers to shell companies we've already identified as part of the trafficking network's financial infrastructure. There are receipts for hotel stays that don't match Richard's official travel schedule, suggesting trips he kept off the books. There are business cards from shipping companies in Eastern Europe and Southeast Asia, some of them legitimate fronts we already know about, others I don't recognize and will need to research. 

And at the bottom of the box, thicker than the other folders and somehow more substantial, is one labeled "R—Personal/Confidential" in Beth's handwriting. 

My hands are actually trembling as I pull it out, the weight of it promising, the label suggesting she thought whatever was inside mattered enough to mark it separately from everything else. This could be it— communications, emails, something explicit enough that Richard's expensive lawyers can't explain it away as coincidental business dealings. This could be the evidence we need to finally move forward with charges that will stick. 

I'm opening the folder, my eyes straining in the darkness to see what's inside, when Beth's voice cuts through the silence from the bedroom. 

"Chase?" I stop breathing. She doesn't sound scared—just groggy—but she's definitely awake. Definitely calling my name. 

I shove the folder back into the box with movements that are faster than careful, closing it as quietly as my shaking hands will allow, and I'm on my feet and moving toward the bathroom before I've fully processed the decision. The bathroom door is slightly ajar and I slip inside, pulling it mostly closed behind me and immediately flushing the toilet to create noise that explains my presence. 

I turn on the faucet and wash my hands with soap I don't need, staring at my reflection in the mirror and forcing my expression into something neutral, something that doesn't scream guilty conscience and near-miss catastrophe. My heart is pounding so hard I can feel it in my throat, and I take three deep breaths to slow it down, to get myself under control before I have to face her. 

I hear her bedroom door open, hear her soft footsteps on the floor, and I open the bathroom door just as she's approaching down the hallway. We nearly collide, and I catch her shoulders to steady both of us, and she looks up at me with sleep-heavy eyes and hair mussed from the pillow. 

"Hey," she says, her voice rough from sleep. "I woke up and you weren't there. You okay?" "Yeah, sorry," I say, and my voice comes out steadier than I expected given that my pulse is still racing. "Couldn't sleep, didn't want to wake you up tossing and turning. Was going to grab some water." 

I gesture toward the kitchen like I was heading there next, like this is completely normal behavior and not me scrambling to cover the fact that I was just going through her private files in the middle of the night. 

She accepts the explanation without question, and reaches for my hand with a small sound of contentment. "Come back to bed. It's freezing without you." 

Relief hits me so hard I almost sway with it, but I let her pull me back toward the bedroom, following her through the dark apartment and trying not to look at those boxes that I was just crouched over, trying not to think about that folder I was seconds away from opening. 

She climbs back into bed and I follow, pulling her against my chest when she immediately curls into me, her body fitting perfectly against mine. "Mmm, better," she murmurs, already halfway back to sleep, and within minutes her breathing has evened out again into the deep rhythm that tells me she's completely unconscious. 

But I'm wide awake now, staring at her ceiling in the darkness, my mind racing through what I saw and what I almost saw and how close I just came to destroying everything. If she'd gotten up thirty seconds earlier, if she'd come out into the living room instead of calling from the bedroom, if she'd turned on a light and seen me crouched over those boxes—there would have been no explanation that worked, no story that would have made sense, and this entire operation would have imploded before I got what I needed. 

I think about that folder, about what might be inside it, about how tantalizingly close I was to finding out. Financial records, probably. Maybe communications. Maybe nothing at all, just personal papers Beth marked confidential for reasons that have nothing to do with Richard's criminal enterprise. But I won't know until I get back into that box, until I manufacture another opportunity to search when she's not here to interrupt. 

Beth shifts against me, her hand spreading across my chest, and I feel the trust implicit in how she's sleeping—completely relaxed, completely vulnerable, completely certain that I'm exactly who I've told her I am. The guilt that's been building for weeks sharpens into something almost physical, but I push it down the way I always do, remind myself that the ends justify the means, that taking down a human trafficking opera- tion is worth whatever discomfort I'm feeling about lying to someone who's starting to matter more than she should. 

I don't sleep for the rest of the night, just lie there holding her and thinking about that folder and planning my next move, and when my alarm goes off at six-thirty I'm already exhausted mentally and physically.Beth stirs when I silence the alarm, watching me with heavy-lidded eyes as I extract myself from the bed and start getting dressed for work. "You're leaving early," she observes, her voice still rough from sleep. 

"Yeah, got a meeting first thing," I say, which is true even if it's not the whole truth. "Didn't want to wake you." 

I'm pulling on my jeans when she sits up, the sheet pooling around her waist, sleep-rumpled in the early morning light. She looks soft. Unguarded. I don't want to leave. "Will I see you later?" 

"Dinner tonight?" I suggest, already planning. "My place. I'll cook something actually edible instead of takeout." 

Her smile is genuine and warm, and she nods. "I'd like that. Text me when you know what time?" 

"I will," I promise, and I cross back to the bed to kiss her goodbye, trying not to think about how I was going through her things a few hours ago, trying not to let the guilt show on my face. 

The kiss is supposed to be brief but it deepens despite my intentions, her hands sliding up into my hair and pulling me closer, and when I finally force myself to pull away we're both breathing harder. "Go," she says, her eyes dark. "Before I convince you to stay." 

I leave her apartment with that image burned into my brain—Beth in bed, rumpled and wanting, looking at me like I'm someone worth keeping—and I have to actively push the thought away as I drive to the FBI offices because I can't afford to be distracted by what she makes me feel when I have work to do. 

Sofia is already at her desk when I arrive, reviewing surveillance footage on her computer, and she takes one look at me and immediately knows something happened. "You look like shit," she observes, leaning back in her chair. "Rough night?" 

"Late night," I correct, dropping into the chair across from her desk and accepting the coffee she pushes in my direction. "What's the update on Kozlov surveillance?" 

"Same as yesterday," she says, but her eyes are studying my face with uncomfortable perception. "Multiple meetings with known traffickers, careful communication protocols, nothing explicit enough to move on yet. The DA is getting impatient, wants something concrete soon or he's going to focus resources on other targets." 

"I think I found something," I say, and the words come out more intense than I intended. "Documents at Beth's place—financial records, travel calendars, possibly communications. I didn't get a chance to look through everything but there's a folder that looked promising." 

Sofia's expression shifts immediately from professional interest to something more concerned. "You were snooping through her apartment?" 

"She has boxes of Richard's old files that she kept from the divorce," I explain, defensive even though I know how this sounds. "She told me about them weeks ago, said she hadn't looked through them. I just took the opportunity while she was asleep to see what was actually in there." 

"Chase." Sofia's voice is sharp enough to make me meet her eyes. "This is getting messy. You're sleeping with her, staying over at her place, going through her things in the middle of the night while she's sleeping next to you. This isn't just using a source anymore. This is ethically fucked up on multiple levels." 

"I'm doing what needs to be done," I say, hearing the defensiveness in my own voice and not caring. "She has access to documents we can't get any other way. Richard's lawyers would block any subpoena for his personal files, claim spousal privilege even though they're divorced, bury us in motions for months. But Beth has them sitting in her living room, and she doesn't even know what she has." 

"What happens when she finds out?" Sofia leans forward, her expression serious. "Because she will find out eventually, Chase. When we arrest Richard, when she realizes you were investigating him this whole time, that everything between you was about getting access to information—" 

"She won't find out until it's over," I interrupt, because I've thought about this, planned for this, convinced myself it's manageable. "Until Richard is in custody and the case is closed and it doesn't matter anymore what she thinks about my methods." 

"It will matter to her," Sofia says quietly. "She's going to feel used. Betrayed. And honestly? She should. Because that's exactly what you're doing." 

I can't argue with that. "The case matters more than her feelings," I say, but even to my own ears it sounds hollow. 

"Does it?" Sofia asks, and the question is pointed enough that I know she's seen something I haven't admitted even to myself. "Do you have feelings for her, Chase?" 

The pause before I answer is too long, revealing in its hesitation. "That's not relevant." "The hell it isn't," Sofia says with enough force that the agent at the next desk glances over. She lowers her voice but doesn't soften her intensity. "You're in too deep. I can see it in your face, hear it in your voice. You're not just using her for the case anymore. You actually care about her." 

"What I feel doesn't change what I have to do," I say, which is as close to an admission as I'm willing to give. "The case matters. The victims matter. Taking down Richard matters more than my personal ethics or her feelings or whatever this thing is between us." 

Sofia studies me for a long moment, and I can see her weighing something, deciding how hard to push. Finally she sighs and pulls up a file on her computer. "We need something concrete in the next week, maybe two at most. The DA is ready to move on other targets in the trafficking network, and if we don't have Richard tied in with solid evidence soon, he's going to slip through our fingers while we're chasing leads that go nowhere." 

"Give me a few more days," I say, thinking about that folder, about what might be inside it, about how I'm going to get back into Beth's apartment when she's not there to interrupt. "I'll get what we need." 

"Just don't lose sight of why you're doing this," Sofia says, and there's genuine concern in her voice now instead of just professional criticism. "And be prepared for the fallout when this blows up. Because it will blow up, Chase. There's no version of this that ends cleanly." 

I spend the rest of the morning at my desk reviewing surveillance footage and financial records, but my mind keeps circling back to that folder, to those few seconds when I had it in my hands before Beth's voice interrupted everything. "R—Personal/Confidential" in her handwriting, marked separate from everything else, substantial enough to feel important. 

My phone buzzes mid-afternoon with a text from Beth: Contractor update: bathroom will be functional again by end of week. Finally. How's your day? 

I stare at the message for longer than necessary, seeing the casual intimacy in it, the assumption that we're the kind of people who check in during the day and care about each other's mundane problems. When did that happen? When did this thing between us shift from strategic cultivation of a source to something that feels uncomfortably close to an actual relationship? 

Day's been long, I text back, which is true if incomplete. Looking forward to tonight. What time works for you? Her response comes quickly: Seven? I can bring wine. 

Perfect. See you then. I set my phone down and stare at the surveillance photo on my computer screen—Richard meeting with Viktor Kozlov outside a shipping warehouse, the two of them deep in conversation about god knows what criminal enterprise. This is why I'm doing this, I remind myself. Not for personal satisfaction or revenge against my father, but because he's trafficking human beings and someone has to stop him. 

If that means using Beth's trust to access evidence she doesn't know she has, if that means lying to her every time we're together, if that means eventually breaking whatever this thing is between us when the truth comes out—those are acceptable costs for taking down a monster. 

They have to be, because I'm too far in to turn back now. The rest of the afternoon drags, and by the time I leave the office at five-thirty I'm exhausted from lack of sleep and the constant mental calculus of balancing investigation needs against personal complications. I stop at the grocery store on the way home, picking up ingredients for the chicken dish I promised to make, and the domestic normalcy of shopping for dinner feels surreal given everything else that's happening. 

Back at my apartment, I start cooking and try not to notice how normal this feels. Her coming over. Me making dinner. Somewhere along the way, this stopped being strategy. 

She arrives exactly at seven carrying a bottle of red wine and wearing jeans and a soft sweater that makes her look approachable and younger than forty-five. She smiles at me in the doorway, and I feel it. I've been feeling it for weeks. 

"Hey," she says, and kisses me. I pull her in and don't let go. We eat at my table, city lights through the windows. She tells me about a potential new client. I give her a sanitized version of my day. It feels too easy—too normal. 

Later, when we're on my couch with the wine mostly gone and her body pressed against my side, she says quietly, "This is nice. I like this." 

"Me too," I admit, because it's true even if it probably shouldn't be, even if I'm using her and lying to her and planning to hurt her when this all comes crashing down. 

She looks up at me. Her voice is smaller than usual. "It's just physical though, right? We're keeping this simple?" 

I know she's looking for something specific. I'm not sure what answer she wants. "We're both getting what we need. No pressure. Just us." 

She nods and settles against me. I feel worse. She thinks we're on the same page, thinks we're both maintaining appropriate distance, has no idea that I'm in her life under completely false pretenses. 

We end up in my bed eventually, the sex slower and more tender than usual, and afterward when she's asleep beside me I lie awake staring at the ceiling and thinking about that folder I almost opened, about Sofia's warnings, about the timeline we're working against. 

A few more days, I tell myself. I just need a few more days to get back into Beth's apartment, to see what's in that folder, to find the evidence that will finally let us move on Richard. And then this will all be over—the lying, the using, the constant balancing act between what I feel and what I have to do. 

But even as I think it, I know I'm lying to myself. Because when this is over, when Richard is arrested and Beth learns the truth about why I pursued her, there won't be anything left to salvage. She'll hate me, and she'll have every right to, and whatever this thing is between us will be destroyed along with any trust she had in her own judgement. 

The ends have to justify the means, I tell myself for the thousandth time. Taking down a human trafficker is worth the personal cost. It has to be. 

I just hope I still believe that when I'm standing in the wreckage of what I'm about to destroy. 


NO TURNING BACK


Friday morning starts exactly the same as the fifty mornings before it: black coffee, a stack of surveillance reports on my desk, and the quiet hum of the FBI field office operating at a low simmer. The week since my near-miss in Beth's living room has been an exercise in calculated distance. I've seen her twice—once at my place, once at a restaurant in the North End—and I've deliberately avoided pushing for another opportunity to be alone in her apartment. I've needed the space, needed to make sure she didn't suspect anything after waking up to find me out of bed, and honestly, I've needed a minute to brace myself for what I have to do next.

But the distance isn't working the way it's supposed to. Our relationship is settling into something comfortable, something that feels like a real couple. We text throughout the day. We share inside jokes. When we met for dinner on Wednesday, she anticipated my drink order and traced circles on the back of my hand while we talked, a casual, intimate gesture that made my chest seize with a guilt so heavy I could barely swallow my food.

Across the pod of desks, Sofia is watching me. She's been doing that a lot this week. She hasn't brought up my late-night search again, but she doesn't have to; the disapproval is radiating off her in waves. Twice this week she's casually mentioned that the DA is getting restless, pointing out that if I can't commit to pulling the trigger on this investigation, I need to step back and let someone else handle it.

I ignore her gaze, turning my attention back to the grainy surveillance photos of Richard's shipping containers. The morning feels painfully routine. Just paperwork, blurry photos, and the slow, grinding machinery of federal law enforcement.

Nothing indicates that the floor is about to drop out from under us.

Sofia's desk phone rings. She answers like always—clipped, professional—but something changes fast. She goes still. Sits up straight. Puts the call on hold and looks at me.

"When?" Sofia asks, her voice tight. A pause. "Who called it in? Right. Secure the scene, do not let local PD touch anything else. We're on our way."

She hangs up and looks at me. Whatever she's about to say, it's bad.

"That was local dispatch," Sofia says, her voice dropping to a low, urgent hum. "It's Antonio."

Antonio. One of our key confidential informants. A dock worker at the Boston port who's been feeding us routing numbers and cargo manifests for Ashworth Global for the past three months. He was the one who tipped us off to the specific patterns of the 'special cargo' crates.

"What happened?" I ask, already standing up, reaching for my jacket.

"Found dead in his apartment," Sofia says grimly, grabbing her badge and weapon. "Landlord found him. Initial call from patrol said it looked like an overdose—Antonio has a history, you know that. But the detective on scene just updated. It's a hit, Chase. Professional. Cleaned up to look like an OD, but there's evidence of a struggle. Someone made a point."

A cold, heavy weight drops in my gut. Antonio had called us two days ago. He was panicked, talking fast, saying he had details on a massive shipment coming in next week from Romania—a container whose routing paperwork bypassed all standard customs checks. Human cargo.

"Someone inside knew," I say as we speed-walk toward the exit. "Someone knew he was talking."

"They're cleaning house," Sofia confirms. "Antonio had the routing numbers for that Romanian shipment. If they're willing to drop a body to protect this specific container, it means it's bigger than the usual drops. More valuable. More people inside."

Before we can even reach the elevator, Supervisor Miller's voice barks out across the floor. "Ashworth! Rossi! My office. Now."

We pivot. Miller's office has the blinds drawn, and the Assistant District Attorney, a hard-nosed man named Vance, is already on speakerphone. The air in the room is suffocatingly tense.

"I just got the word on your informant," Miller says, bypassing any pleasantries. He leans over his desk, planting his knuckles on the wood. "The DA's office is pulling the plug on the waiting game. Vance, tell them."

Vance's tinny voice echoes from the phone. "We are moving on the Romanian shipment the second it hits the port next Thursday. Six days. We're seizing the container and arresting everyone on the docks."

"Wait," I interject, my pulse spiking. "If you raid the docks without tying the logistics directly to Richard, he walks. He'll claim rogue contractors hijacked his supply chain. We don't have the paper trail to put Richard in the room with the traffickers yet. You pull this trigger now, we save one container, but the head of the snake survives to set up a new route tomorrow."

"Then get me the paper trail, Agent Ashworth," Vance snaps. "Because right now, I have a dead body in my jurisdiction and a confirmed human trafficking shipment arriving in less than a week. I am not letting those people vanish into the wind just so you can play a long game that isn't producing results."

Miller's stare doesn't waver. "You said your source had access to documents. You said you were close."

I swallow hard, feeling the walls closing in. "I am. I know exactly where the files are. I just... I haven't been able to secure them yet. I haven't had the window to properly search the apartment."

Miller stands to his full height. "You're out of windows, Chase. You have six days before that shipment hits the port. I need something concrete tying Richard Ashworth to this network, and I need it yesterday. If you can't deliver by Monday morning, we move without him. And you will have to live with the fact that your father is going to get away clean."

The meeting is over. We're dismissed.

Walking out to the parking garage, Sofia corners me by the passenger door of the sedan. She doesn't look angry anymore; she just looks deadly serious.

"You need to get into those files," she says, her voice a fierce whisper. "Now. Today. This weekend. Whatever you have to do to that woman, whatever trust you have to break. You do it."

I nod, unable to speak, the conflict tearing at my insides. I know what I have to do. I have to get back into Beth's apartment. I have to tear open those boxes, find the folder marked 'Personal/Confidential', photograph every single page, and hand it over to the DA.

The stakes have never been clearer. Real people are going to be in that container on Thursday. Women, children, terrified and trapped in the dark, being sold into nightmares. If I don't find the evidence to stop Richard permanently, those people suffer, and my father wins. Again.

The smell hits me the second we cross the threshold of Antonio's apartment—a sickeningly sweet mixture of bleach and old blood.

It's mid-afternoon. Crime scene techs are bagging evidence, cameras flashing in the cramped living room. Antonio's body is gone, but the mess remains—overturned coffee table, rust-colored stains soaking into the cheap carpet.

I step carefully around a cluster of evidence markers. The ME had briefed us outside: the cause of death was a massive heroin overdose, but the autopsy would undoubtedly show the defensive wounds, the bruising around the wrists, the broken fingers. They tortured him. They broke him down piece by piece to find out exactly what he had told the FBI, and then they pumped him full of drugs to make it look like a tragedy.

I stand in the center of the room, my jaw clenched so hard my teeth ache. This is what Richard's network does. This is the reality of the monster I'm trying to slay. It's not just white-collar crime and shell companies; it's blood on the floor and bodies in the morgue.

"Over here," Sofia calls out from the small kitchenette.

I walk over. She's pointing to a loose floorboard beneath the radiator that the techs pried up. Inside is a small, battered metal lockbox. It's already been dusted for prints and popped open. Inside is a chaotic mess of betting slips, cash, and a small, spiral-bound notepad.

Sofia puts on latex gloves and carefully turns the pages of the notepad with the tip of her pen. It's Antonio's scrawl—dates, times, container numbers.

"Look at this," she says, pointing to an entry from three weeks ago.

I lean in. Scrawled in blue ink are the words: Rom. route bypass—Ashworth's route. Viktor says RA approval needed for extra cargo.

RA approval needed. Richard Ashworth. There it is.

"It's hearsay," I say, my voice sounding hollow in the cramped, bleach-scented room. "A defense attorney will tear it apart. A dead informant's personal notes aren't enough to get an arrest warrant for a billionaire."

"No," Sofia agrees quietly. "But it confirms it. He's not just turning a blind eye, Chase. Richard is directly approving the cargo. He's actively managing the human shipments."

Everything just got more urgent. The abstract idea of taking my father down suddenly feels visceral. I have to find the hard evidence. People are going to die—more people than just Antonio—if I don't.

After leaving the crime scene, I don't go back to the office. I sit in my car in the parking lot of a nearby diner, the engine off, the silence ringing in my ears.

I grip the steering wheel, rest my forehead against it, and try to breathe.

I've been rationalizing this for weeks. I've justified lying to Beth. I've justified sleeping with her, manipulating her, using her loneliness and her trust to get myself through her front door. But it was always a game of shadows. Seeing Antonio's blood on the carpet makes it stark. It makes it real.

I have to get into those boxes this weekend.

The problem—the real problem—is that I have actual feelings for her. It's not just physical anymore. I think about her laugh. The way she looks at me. The way she trusts me. The thought of her finding out what I really am, why I really started this—I can't finish the thought. I don't want to see that look on her face.

But it doesn't matter, I tell myself fiercely, striking the steering wheel with the heel of my hand. It cannot matter.

Those feelings are irrelevant compared to the lives at stake. The women and children trapped in a steel box crossing the Atlantic right now matter more than my guilt. They matter more than her eventual heartbreak.

I need to manufacture an opportunity to be in her apartment alone. Or I need to search while she's there, distracted enough not to notice.

My phone vibrates in the console.

I pick it up, swiping the screen. A text from Beth.

Beth: Bathroom is finally finished!! Contractors just packed up and left. Want to come over and see? I'll make dinner to celebrate.

I stare at the screen. It's perfect. Exactly the opening I need. Her apartment won't be a construction zone anymore. She'll be distracted with cooking. I can find an excuse to look around.

Absolutely. What time?

Beth: 7? Fair warning, my cooking isn't as good as yours.

My mind immediately starts drafting the operation. I'll bring wine. I'll keep her drinking, keep her relaxed. I'll offer to fix something, or help move her furniture back into place—anything that gives me ten minutes alone in the living room while she's occupied in the kitchen. The boxes are near her desk. The folder is at the bottom of the second one. Fifteen minutes of uninterrupted access is all I need.

The guilt is instantaneous, a wave of nausea rolling up from my stomach. I'm already planning to weaponize her hospitality. She's genuinely happy, wanting to share this small, domestic victory with me, and I am treating it as a tactical breach.

I push the guilt down hard, burying it beneath the image of Antonio's corpse outline on that stained carpet. The container arrives in less than a week. That overrides everything else.

I drive back to my loft to change and prepare. I need to be strategic about this. I can't walk in and start obviously snooping around her living room.

I stand in my bedroom and go through everything methodically. My personal phone—the camera is high-resolution, perfect for document scanning. I check the charge: one hundred percent. I silence every notification, every alert, every sound the device is capable of making. If I get access to that folder, I need to be able to photograph pages quickly and silently, one after another, without anything giving me away.

I consider my go-bag in the closet, the button camera I've used on previous operations, small enough to embed in a shirt button and record everything passively. I pull it out, turn it over in my fingers, and then put it back. Too risky. If things become physical tonight—and they likely will, and she runs her hands over my chest, feels the slight irregularity of the device beneath the fabric, there is no lie in the world that covers it. My phone is enough. I just need the opportunity.

I walk into my bathroom and turn the cold tap on, bending over the sink and splashing water against my face. When I straighten up and look in the mirror, the man staring back at me looks exhausted. Dark circles under gray eyes that have lost whatever spark they might have had this morning. Stubble on my jaw that makes me look older than twenty-five, harder, like someone who has been carrying something heavy for too long.

When did I become this? I turn the question over honestly, forcing myself to look at my own reflection without flinching. When did I become the kind of man who could sleep beside a woman, hold her while she trusted him completely, plan to violate her privacy the moment her guard dropped, and still look at himself in the mirror and call it justified?

When the alternative became letting Richard keep trafficking people. The answer comes back flat and final. When the victims in that container became real.

I dry my face. I get dressed. Dark jeans, a charcoal henley, my leather jacket. I check my phone one more time—silent, fully charged, camera ready. I put it in my jacket pocket where I can reach it quickly.

I stop at a wine shop two blocks from Beth's building and select a bottle of Cabernet I know she'll like, something she mentioned once in passing at dinner—a specific vineyard, a good year. I think about adding flowers and then decide against it. Flowers feel like overcorrection, like guilt wearing a disguise. The wine is enough.

I'm standing outside her building at 6:58 PM. Two minutes early. I don't go in immediately. I stand on the sidewalk in the cooling September air, looking up at the brownstone's warm brick facade, the yellow light visible in her third-floor windows. The city moves around me—a couple walking a dog, someone on a bicycle, the distant percussion of a bar already filling up for Friday night—and I stand completely still in the middle of all of it, holding a bottle of wine and trying to find the part of myself that is certain about what I'm about to do.

I find it in Antonio's face. In the blood stains on the carpet. In the notepad that said RA approval needed in faded blue ink.

I push open the front door of her building and take the stairs to the third floor because I don't want to stand still. My footsteps are quiet on the carpeted hallway. I reach her door. I can hear faint music from inside—something with strings, jazz maybe, the kind of thing she mentioned she loves, that she plays as loud as she wants now that no one is there to tell her to turn it off.

That detail gets me. She plays jazz loud because no one can stop her anymore. Because she fought her way out of a life that made her small and she's rebuilding—piece by piece. She let me in to see that. Trusted me with it.

I raise my hand and knock twice.

There's a second of silence, and then the sound of her moving toward the door, and then the click of the latch, and then the door swings open and she is standing there—

Dark jeans, an off-the-shoulder cream sweater, her hair loose and warm in the hallway light, her face breaking into a smile that is completely unguarded and completely genuine and aimed entirely at me. Her eyes go to the wine, then to me. The warmth in them—uncomplicated, freely given—makes me feel like the worst person alive.

"You came," she says, like she wasn't entirely certain I would, like she prepared herself for the possibility of disappointment and is only now releasing it.

"I said I would," I tell her.

She steps back, opening the door wider, and I step across her threshold into the warmth and the jazz music and the smell of garlic and tomatoes simmering on her stove, and the door closes behind me with a quiet, definitive click.

The boxes are exactly where I remembered them.


EVERYTHING WAS A LIE


The apartment smells like garlic and simmering tomatoes. I've been cooking for an hour—easier than sitting on the couch thinking about Chase and all the things I don't want to feel.

The bathroom is finished. The plastic sheeting is gone. My floors are clean and my walls are intact and my home smells like food I made myself with jazz playing as loud as I want it, and Chase is sitting at my small dining table, his gray eyes warm in the candlelight, and everything about this moment feels so precisely good that I'm almost afraid to be fully inside it in case it evaporates.

I pour him more wine and try not to notice the way he watches me move around my kitchen. I've gotten better at not noticing that, or at least better at pretending I haven't noticed, which is probably the same thing dressed in different clothes.

"This is really good," he says when he tastes the pasta, and the genuine surprise in his voice makes me laugh.

"You sound shocked."

"You said your cooking wasn't as good as mine," he points out, twirling his fork with the casual ease of someone who is entirely comfortable in his body, in this space, in this moment. "You undersold yourself."

"I had motivation," I admit, and then immediately wish I hadn't because the word hangs in the air between us with more honesty than I intended, and I see something shift in his expression — something warm and attentive that makes my chest do the complicated thing it's been doing for weeks now.

I reach across the table to touch his forearm, just briefly, just to have contact, and feel the muscle there go slightly tense under my fingertips before he relaxes into it.

We talk about my new client, about the Cambridge Victorian, about the contractor who spent forty-five minutes explaining pipe pressure to me in an accent so thick I understood maybe every fourth word. Chase laughs at the right moments, asks questions like he actually wants to know the answers. I keep watching his mouth when he talks, then making myself look away.

There's something different about him tonight, I notice somewhere around the second glass of wine. A tension underneath the ease that he's working to conceal. His eyes drift past me occasionally—toward the living room, my desk, the boxes I still haven't unpacked. When I glance back, he's already watching me again, expression easy.

I tell myself it's nothing. He's got a stressful job. He carries it with him. The wine is good, the food is good, and he's sitting across from me looking like that. I've gotten good at not asking questions I don't want answered.

We clean up together afterward, falling into the rhythm that has become familiar over the past weeks — him drying while I wash, passing dishes back and forth in the small kitchen, our bodies gravitating toward proximity in the way they always do now, like we've developed a specific gravity for each other that neither of us bothers to resist anymore.

His hand finds the small of my back as he reaches past me for a dish towel. It stays there. I feel the warmth of it through my sweater and tell myself I'm not leaning into it, even though I probably am.

I turn from the sink and find him very close. Close enough that I have to tilt my head back slightly to look at his face, which is wearing an expression I've learned to recognize — the one that means we're done pretending we're just two people having dinner.

"Leave the rest," he says, and his voice has already shifted into that lower register that bypasses every rational thought in my head and goes straight to something more instinctive.

I set down the dish towel. I nod.

He shoves me back into the hallway like he owns every inch of me—direct, brutal, no room for bullshit choreography—his body slamming mine against the wall, hands pinning my wrists overhead before I can think. Plaster bites into my back. He's hard against me everywhere.

His mouth is on mine before I can breathe—tongue pushing past my lips, his hard cock grinding against me through our clothes. I stop thinking about the boxes, the tension, any of it. Just him. Taking over.

My fingers twitch against his grip. "Did I say you could touch me?" he says against my mouth, low and rough.

"No, Sir," I manage. The word comes easy now.

He keeps one hand vise-locked on my wrists—effortless, like I'm nothing—and yanks my sweater off with the other, slow enough to make me squirm. My bra's gone before I realize he's unhooked it. He steps back just enough to look at me—hungry, intent.

"I've been thinking about this all night," he says.

His mouth finds my throat—that spot under my ear he discovered weeks ago—and he sucks hard enough to leave a mark. I moan against his shoulder, past caring how desperate I sound.

His hand shoves between my legs, grinding against me through my jeans. I'm already wet—embarrassingly wet—and he knows it. He yanks my zipper down, pushes past my underwear, and groans when he feels me. "Fuck. I love how wet you get for me."

Two fingers, no warning, pushing deep. His palm presses my clit and I almost lose it right there.

"Already?" He sounds pleased. "You're not cumming until I tell you."

"Please—" I can barely get the word out.

"No." He pulls his hand away right as I'm about to come. I gasp, hips chasing nothing.

He brings his wet fingers to my breast, circling my nipple, pinching until I cry out. Then his hand's back between my legs—pushing in, working me up again, relentless—until I'm shaking, right at the edge.

He stops. Again.

"Not yet," he says, low. "You cum when I tell you."

He pulls my jeans and underwear down in one motion, kicks them aside. "Hands on the wall. Legs apart."

I obey, shaking. He drops to his knees, mouth on me—tongue stroking my clit, then sucking, then his fingers pushing back inside, curling, relentless. I'm so close I can't breathe.

"Sir, please—I'm going to cum."

He stops. Pulls back. Stands.

I make a sound I don't recognize—desperate, wrecked.

He looks at me, licking his fingers clean. "On your knees."

I drop without thinking.

I drop to my knees. He fists my hair, tilts my head back. "Open."

He frees his impossibly hard cock and pushes into my mouth—deep, no warning—and I gag. He groans.

"That's it. Take it." His hand controls my head, setting the pace—hard, relentless. My eyes water. Spit runs down my chin. I don't care. "Fuck, Beth. You look so good with my cock in your mouth. Such a perfect little cocksucker."

He pulls out, breathing hard. Looks down at me—wrecked, messy, waiting.

"Bedroom," he says. "Now."

I crawl, ass up, so wet I can feel my juices running down my leg, his boot nudging my thighs wider.

He pushes me face-down on the bed. "Ass up. Stay there."

I hear the nightstand drawer, the click of a cap. His hand slides down my spine, over the curve of my ass. Then his thumb, slick with lube, pressing into my ass.

I tense. He feels it.

"Breathe," he says, low. "I've wanted this for so long. But we go slow. You tell me if it's too much."

His thumb circles, pressing gently, and I force myself to relax. It's strange—intense—but not painful. Not yet.

"Good girl," he murmurs. "That's it. Let me in."

He works me open slowly—one finger, then two—stretching, waiting, letting me adjust. By the time he's pressing against me for real, I'm shaking, wanting it.

"Ready for my cock?" he demands.

"Yes—fuck my ass, Sir—please—"

He lines up, fat head pressing my rim. "Beg louder."

"Fuck my ass! Use it however you want—please!"

He pushes in slowly—just the tip—and I gasp into the pillow. It burns, stretches, but he holds still, letting me feel it.

"There you go,"he says, low. "Taking my cock in your ass like a good girl."

He slides deeper, slow, relentless, until he bottoms out. I gasp. I've never felt this full.

"Fuck, Beth. So tight."He pulls back, pushes in again—still slow, but deeper. "You have no idea how good your ass feels."

The burn starts to shift. Heat builds. I push back into him without meaning to.

"More,"I hear myself say. "Please—harder."

He groans. "Yeah? You want me to fuck this ass?"

"Yes—please."

He stops holding back. His hips snap forward, harder now, one hand gripping my hip, the other pressing between my shoulders, keeping me pinned. The sounds I'm making don't sound like me anymore—desperate, wrecked.

"That's it—take it,"he grits out. "Fucking perfect. You wanted this, didn't you? Wanted me to use you like this."

"Yes—fuck, yes—"

His hand slides under me, fingers finding my clit, rubbing, flicking, grinding, while he fucks me faster. I'm shaking, totally losing control.

"Cum," he says. "Cum with my cock in your ass."

I shatter—screaming into the pillow, whole body seizing, clenching around him. He swears, slams deep, and I feel him spill inside me—hot, pulsing, his hips jerking through it.

He collapses over me, still buried, breath ragged against my neck. His hand wraps loosely around my throat.

"Good girl," he murmurs. "So fucking good."

I melt, claimed, remade.

The silence afterward stretches between us, but it feels different now—charged with something deeper than exhaustion. His breathing is still uneven against my neck, and there's a tension in his body that has nothing to do with what we just did. Something has shifted, some invisible line crossed that neither of us acknowledged in the heat of the moment.

"I can't let you go, Beth," he says quietly, his voice stripped of its usual commanding edge. There's something raw in his tone, unguarded in a way that makes my breath catch. "I tried to keep this simple, but..." He trails off, and I feel his grip on me shift, less possessive now, more protective. "Fuck. You have to know that's not what this is anymore."

That wasn't what I expected him to say.

Not because it's unwelcome—that's the problem, that's exactly the problem—but because it's real. Unmistakably real. The kind of thing you can't walk back or reframe as dirty talk or pretend was just physical.

This isn't the voice he uses when he's in control. This is something else. This is Chase telling me the truth without meaning to.

I lie very still.

He realizes what he said about two seconds after saying it. I feel him tense behind me—different from before. Not want. Something closer to fear.

I don't know what to say. I don't have words for what I'm feeling—joy, maybe, something that scares me.

I'm not ready for this. I said I wasn't ready. We agreed.

"I need to shower," I say quietly.

My voice comes out careful. Controlled. Not cold — I don't want to be cold, that's not what this is — but careful in a way it wasn't thirty seconds ago, because I need space and I need water and I need three minutes alone to figure out what just happened and what I feel about it.

He doesn't follow me. I hear him shift on the bed as I stand, gathering the sheet around myself, and I can feel his eyes on my back as I walk toward the hallway but I don't turn around.

The bathroom is warm and clean and smells like the new grout and the eucalyptus soap I restocked last week, and I turn the shower as hot as it will go and step under it and stand there with my hands braced against the tile, water streaming over my head and shoulders, trying to think.

I'm not letting you go.

What does that mean? What does he mean? We said no complications. We said just physical, just this, no pressure and no expectations. And yet he is lying in my bed having just said the most unambiguous thing anyone has said to me in years, the kind of thing that suggests he has been thinking about a future, that this is not a casual arrangement to him any more than it is to me, that whatever I've been carefully not admitting to myself he might be equally carefully not admitting to himself.

I close my eyes under the water and think about the week he showed up with tulips and a bottle of the exact wine I mentioned once in passing. I think about him drying my dishes and asking about my clients and texting me photographs of his dinner. I think about the way he held me after, every time, the careful tenderness of it. I think about his voice saying I'm not letting you go in a tone that had no artifice in it whatsoever.

I think about Sarah's warning across a coffee shop table: don't build a future around it in your head.

The water is very hot and very loud and I stand in it and try to decide whether what I'm feeling is hope or terror, and conclude after approximately ninety seconds that it is both, simultaneously, with no resolution available.

I reach for my face wash and realize I left it on the bathroom counter three days ago when the contractors were finishing up and I was using the hall bathroom instead. It's in my bedroom. On the dresser.

I turn off the shower, wrap a towel around myself, and open the bathroom door.

The hallway is dark.

I take three steps toward my bedroom door and register the pale glow before I consciously understand what I'm seeing — a faint, moving light coming from the living room, the specific quality of a phone screen being used as a flashlight, held close to a surface to keep the light contained.

I stop walking.

My brain offers several explanations in rapid succession and discards all of them just as fast. There's only one reason for that light in that corner of my apartment.

I go cold. My feet stop. My hand stays on the doorframe.

I know what I'm about to see.

I take two more steps and I can see him.

Chase is on his knees on my living room floor in front of the boxes by my desk. He's in his boxer briefs, his back partially to me, and he has the second box open — the one labelled old files—sort through — with documents spread on the floor around him in a deliberate arrangement that speaks to organization, to methodology, to someone who has done this before and knows exactly what they're looking for.

His phone is raised. He is photographing a document. I can hear the faint click of the shutter, once, twice, the sound almost entirely masked by the remnants of the shower noise still ringing in my ears.

I stand in the hallway in my towel and watch him photograph my files.

The comprehension moves through me in layers, each one worse than the one before it. The folder he has open is the one I labeled R—Personal/Confidential, the one I marked that way because I wasn't sure what was in it, because it came from Richard's desk drawer during the divorce and I couldn't bring myself to look at it and couldn't bring myself to throw it away. The one at the bottom of the box. The one you would only find if you knew to look for it, if you had been through the box before, if you had already established its location and were returning to it with a plan.

The night he got up for water.

He wasn't getting water.

The thought arrives quietly, like something I've known for a while but refused to look at. He wasn't getting water and he wasn't unable to sleep and he has been in these boxes before, has already seen what's in them or close enough to it, has been in my apartment looking at my ex-husband's documents while I slept twenty feet away and trusted him completely.

I think about how he asked about Richard's business functions at our first breakfast. How he guided every conversation about the marriage back to Richard's associates, his travel, his papers. How he showed up in my life out of nowhere, six months after the divorce, with concern and attention and those gray eyes that made me feel seen for the first time in years.

FBI. Organized crimes. Human trafficking.

The case I can't talk about.

The cold moves through me until I'm numb.

"What the fuck are you doing?"

My voice comes out low and controlled. The voice I learned to use when I needed to hold myself together. When falling apart wasn't an option.

He goes completely still.

The phone lowers. He doesn't try to hide what he's doing — doesn't shove the documents back into the box, doesn't construct a cover story, doesn't do any of the things a person might do if there were a lie left that could plausibly work. He just goes still, his back to me, and then he turns and looks at me over his shoulder.

His face in the dim light of his phone screen is— I don't have a word for it. Not guilty, exactly. Something beyond guilty, something that has passed through guilt and come out the other side into a territory that looks almost like grief.

He gets to his feet slowly. The documents stay spread across my floor—my ex-husband's papers, the Personal/Confidential folder open and photographed. His phone is still in his hand.

I haven't moved from the doorway. I don't think I can.

I stare at him. He looks back at me. The jazz stopped a while ago. The apartment is very quiet.

He opens his mouth, and I watch him make the decision not to lie to me. Watch the calculation pass across his face and resolve into something that looks, impossibly, like relief — like he has been waiting to stop lying and the waiting has been its own particular exhaustion.

"Beth," he says. And then, because there is nothing else, because the boxes are open on my floor and his phone has photographs of my documents on it and there is no version of this moment that allows for pretending: "We need to talk."
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Chapter 1

He says it like he's been rehearsing it. Like there's a version of this that has the right words in the right order and he's been waiting for the moment to use them.

We need to talk.

I don't move from the doorway. My towel is still wrapped around me, my hair dripping cold water down my back, and I am standing in my own hallway looking at a man crouched over my private files in the middle of the night and the only thought my brain can form with any clarity is: how long.

"How long," I say out loud.

He doesn't pretend not to understand the question. That, at least.

"From the beginning,"he says. And then, because apparently we're doing this, because the documents are on my floor and his phone has photos and there's nowhere left to hide: "I'm investigating Ashworth Global. Your ex-husband—my father—is running a human trafficking network through his shipping operation. I've been building a case against him for eighteen months."

I hear the words. They don't make sense. I run them again. Human trafficking. Eighteen months. From the beginning.

"The breakfast," I say.

"Yes."

"You called me. You found my number on my website."My voice sounds far away. Flat. Like I'm narrating someone else's life. "You reached out to me."

"Yes."

"And the lunch. And coming here. And—" I stop. I can't finish it. The full catalog of everything we have done together rises up behind my eyes and I cannot look at it directly. "All of it."

"Beth—"

"Don't." The word comes out hard enough that he stops. "Don't say my name like that right now. You do not get to say my name like that right now."

He closes his mouth. Stays very still—careful, like he's not sure what I'm going to do.

The documents are still on my floor. The folder marked R—Personal/Confidential is open, its contents spread across my hardwood. Evidence. That's what I'm looking at.

"You were in these boxes before," I say. It arrives not as a question but as a fact clicking into place. "The night you stayed over. When you got up for water." I watch his face confirm it without him saying a word. "You went through my things while I was sleeping."

"I didn't find what I needed that night. You woke up before—"

"I woke up." My throat is tight. "I called your name. You came back to bed. Held me. I fell asleep trusting you."

I hear myself say it. Trusting you. That's the word that breaks something.

"Beth, I know—"

"You don't know anything." My voice is rising now and I let it. "You don't know what that cost me. After Richard. After three years of being lied to by a man who looked right at me and told me what I wanted to hear while doing whatever the fuck he wanted. I told myself I was done with that. I told myself I was paying attention this time. I told myself—"

I stop because my voice breaks on the last word and I will not cry in front of him. I will not give him that.

"You were never here because of me," I say when I trust my voice again. "Not once. Every time you showed up, every dinner, every— you were here for those." I gesture at the boxes without looking at them. "I was just the way in."

"That's not—" He starts and then stops himself, and I see it on his face, the thing he wants to say and knows he can't justify saying. I see him choose honesty over self-defense and I hate that I can still read him, hate that I know his face well enough to watch the calculation happen. "It started that way."

"Oh good," I say. "It started that way. That makes it so much worse."

"I have feelings for you." The words come out stripped bare, no strategy in them. "Real ones. I know that doesn't fix—"

"Get out."

"—anything, I know that, but I need you to know it's not—"

"Get out." My voice is full volume now, no more control, no more flat careful management of what I'm allowed to feel. "Get the fuck out of my apartment right now!"

"There are people in a shipping container—"

"I don't care." I do care —that's what makes this unbearable. "Get out. Take your phone and get out of my apartment."

He kneels down and gathers the documents, puts them back in the folder, back in the box. I watch him do it. I can't move. I can't speak. Something in me is breaking and I don't know how to stop it.

He gets dressed—jeans, shirt, jacket—while I stand in the hallway in my towel, shaking. I'm shaking and I can't stop.

At the door, he turns back.

"I'm sorry," he says. Then: "I'll be in touch about the investigation."

About the investigation.

I grab the wine glass from the counter and throw it at his head.

It shatters against the door, two inches from his face. Red wine runs down the white paint like blood.

He doesn't flinch. He just looks at me—and then he's gone.

The door closes.

I stand there, dripping and shaking, and realize I never knew him at all.
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