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Shifting Ground


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.

I don't clean up the glass.

I stand in the middle of my entryway and look at the dark red wine running down the white paint and the shards scattered across the hardwood and I breathe through my nose, slow and deliberate, the way my therapist taught me during the worst of the marriage when I needed to keep myself from saying things I couldn't take back. The stem of the glass has rolled almost to the kitchen doorway, intact and absurd, and I stare at it for longer than makes sense because focusing on the small specific details of broken things is easier than focusing on what just happened.

He was investigating Richard from the beginning. The breakfast, the lunch, the slow careful escalation of touch and attention and the particular way he listened to me like I was someone worth hearing — all of it threaded through with an agenda I never once suspected. I think about every conversation where he steered us back toward Richard, toward the marriage, toward the business functions and the travel and the names of men I half-remembered from charity galas. I was handing him exactly what he needed and I thought he was just trying to understand me.

I was so grateful to feel understood.

I go to my bedroom and pull clothes on without thinking about what I'm grabbing — underwear, jeans, the first t-shirt my hand finds in the drawer. I don't look at the bed. I'm specifically and deliberately not looking at the bed, at the sheets we destroyed an hour ago when he was inside me saying things I thought were real, when I was saying his name like it meant something, when the two of us were tangled together doing exactly what he'd been planning since before he ever called me.

Everything I felt. Everything I let myself feel, which cost me something significant because I had worked so hard to close that part of myself down after Richard, had been so careful and so guarded and then I let him in anyway because he was patient and attentive and looked at me like I was worth looking at.

I go to the living room and crouch in front of the boxes near my desk.

The folder is back where he put it — neat, careful, methodical even mid-confession. I pull it out and open it on my coffee table and make myself read it the way I should have read it months ago instead of leaving it at the bottom of a box because I couldn't face sorting through the debris of a marriage that had already taken enough from me. Richard's handwriting, cramped and impatient, fills the travel logs — dates and cities and names I recognize from the periphery of a life I was never actually invited into. Romania. Ukraine. Thailand. Vietnam. Dollar amounts beside names that don't correspond to any legitimate business function I can identify. A contact list in shorthand I can't decode but that feels, even to my untrained eye, like something deliberate. Something hidden in plain sight.

I sit back on my heels and look at it.

The knock comes ten minutes later. Three times, unhurried, and I know it's him before I move because I have apparently learned the specific cadence of his knock without ever intending to, which is one more thing I'm furious about.

I don't answer.

"I know you're still up."

I don't answer. My body tenses anyway.

"Lights on doesn't mean the door opens," I say, not moving from the floor.

He goes quiet. Thinking, not stalling.

"You had six weeks to say things," I tell him. "You decided what to tell me and what to hide. None of that was for my benefit. So no—I don't want to hear whatever you've come up with now that you got caught."

Another pause, longer this time. "I know."

"Then why are you still outside my door?"

He's quiet. The silence sits there, heavy, through the door between us.

I'm not going to open it. I've already decided.

My hand's on the latch before I realize I've moved.

He's standing in the hallway with his jacket still on and a thin cut above his eyebrow from the wine glass, dried now to a dark line, and he looks — not managed, not controlled, not the composed and purposeful version of himself that I have apparently been consuming wholesale for six weeks without ever questioning its authenticity. He looks like someone who has been sitting with something heavy for a long time and has finally run out of the strength to keep holding it up.

I hate that I know his face well enough to see what he's feeling.

"You're bleeding," I say.

"I know."

"Good," I say, and mean it.

His eyes move over my face like he's checking for damage, and the care in it makes me want to hit him. He doesn't get to look at me like that. He doesn't get to stand in my hallway looking gutted after what he did—doesn't get to offer me that expression and expect it to mean something when every expression he's ever given me was part of the job.

"Say what you came back to say," I tell him, crossing my arms over my chest, "and then go."

"I'm sorry." The words come out raw. "Not as a strategy. Not to get back inside. I'm sorry because what I did was wrong. You deserved honesty from the start. You'd already been used by a man who treated you like a means to an end, and I walked into your life and did the same thing. I knew what I was doing. I did it anyway."

The apartment is very quiet. Outside, a car passes on the street below, its headlights sweeping briefly across my ceiling.

"You knew," I repeat.

"Yes."

"You knew what it would cost me and you did it anyway."

"Yes," he says again, and the flatness of it, the refusal to mitigate or explain, is somehow worse than if he'd tried to justify himself. At least justification would give me something to dismantle. This just sits there, honest and ugly.

Something shifts in me that I don't want to examine. The anger is still there — the anger is going to be there for a long time, I think, and it should be, and I am not going to apologize for it or talk myself out of it or let him talk me out of it. But I'm standing in my doorway at nearly midnight, and his mouth was on mine an hour ago. My body doesn't know yet that everything has changed. The wanting is still there—inconvenient, humiliating, impossible to turn off.

"Come in," I hear myself say, and then before he can interpret it as anything soft: "Don't speak unless I ask you something."

He crosses the threshold. I close the door, turn around, and he's right there—close, the way he always is. I look up at him and don't know what to say. I feel too much. None of it makes sense together.

"This isn't forgiveness," I tell him. My voice is steady, which surprises me. "I need you to be clear about that."

"I'm clear."

"And I don't want gentle," I say. I feel him go still. Paying attention. "I don't want careful or controlled or whatever version of this you would choose if you were managing it. I'm not in the mood to be managed tonight." I hold his gaze and don't let myself look away, because this is the most honest thing I've said since I opened the door and I need him to receive it that way. "I want it to hurt. I want something that cuts through all of this. I want you to make me stop thinking."

His jaw tightens. Something moves behind his eyes that isn't performed. "Beth—"

"Don't check in with me," I say. "I'm not fragile. If that changes, I'll tell you. Can you do this or not?"

He doesn't answer right away. Just looks at me.

Then his hand wraps around my throat—not gentle, not asking—and he shoves me back into the wall hard enough to rattle the frame above us. His mouth finds mine, rough, biting, and I taste blood where his teeth catch my lip. I make a sound I don't recognize. I don't care.

He pulls back just enough to look at me—eyes dark, breathing hard—and whatever he sees makes him stop holding back. He grabs my shirt and rips it open, then my bra, hands rough and careless, and the cool air hits my skin like a slap.

"You want it to hurt," he says. Not a question.

"Yes." I lift my chin. "Don't make me ask twice."

He spins me around, shoves me face-first into the wall, one hand tangled in my hair and yanking my head back. He's still fully dressed—I feel denim against my ass, his cock hard through his jeans—and I'm pinned, half-undressed, completely at his mercy.

His mouth finds my neck—that spot—and he sucks until it stings. The pain shoots straight down and I moan against the wall.

"I'm furious at you," I manage.

"I know." His breath is hot on my skin. "So am I."

"You don't get to be. This is your mess."

"I know.'" He yanks my jeans and underwear down in one rough motion, baring me completely, and before I can breathe, his hand cracks across my ass—hard, open-palmed. I gasp. He does it again. Harder. "I'm angry at myself. For dragging you into this. For what you walked into tonight." Another slap, sharp enough to make my eyes water. "And I'm furious that I can't walk away from you."

He doesn't stop. Each strike lands heavier than the one before.

"More," I say. "Harder."

He reaches past me—the kitchen drawer, the metal ruler—and I hear it before I feel it. Cold edge against hot skin.

"Count," he says.

The first strike is a white line of pain. I press my forehead to the wall and breathe through it.

"One."

"Good girl." The words hit somewhere deep. "You're going to feel this tomorrow. You're going to feel me."

"Fuck you," I whisper.

The second one is harder. "Two."

By four, I'm crying. By six, I'm shaking. By eight, I'm pressing back into him, desperate and furious and so wet it's humiliating.

"Tell me what you want," he says.

"Fuck me." It comes out raw. "Make it hurt. Give me something real before I remember what you did."

He frees himself and pushes into me—one hard thrust, no warning—and I cry out, hands flat on the wall. He doesn't ease into it. He fucks me like he's trying to break something—or fix it—his hand still in my hair, pulling my head back, his hips slamming into my bruised skin with every thrust.

I'm crying now. Not from pain. From the relief of not thinking.

"Who do you belong to?" His voice is rough, strained. "Right now."

"No—"

His hand tightens on my throat. "Say it."

"You." It tears out of me. "Yours. Just—right now."

"That's enough." His other hand slides between my legs, fingers on my clit, rubbing hard, and I shatter—coming so hard I scream his name, clenching around him as he loses control, burying himself deep and spilling inside me with a groan.

We stay there, both of us shaking, breathing hard.

Then I pull away. Grab my shirt from the floor and wrap it around myself. The apartment is cold. There's still glass on the floor. Wine on the wall.

"I need you to go," I say. My voice is steady now. "No contact. Until I say. I need time."

"Okay," he says, without argument or negotiation, and I hear him straightening his clothes, running a hand through his destroyed hair.

"Chase." I turn and look at him because I need to see his face when I say it, need him to understand that I mean it with everything I have. "What just happened — that wasn't forgiveness. It wasn't me telling you we're okay, or that what you did is something I can just move past because the sex was good. It was something else, and I don't know what yet, but it wasn't that. Don't mistake it for anything it wasn't."

He looks at me for a long moment, his expression stripped of everything except something quiet and tired and completely honest. "I know what it was," he says.

"Then you know not to read into it."

He nods. He picks up his keys from where they landed near the door. He pauses with his hand on the latch and doesn't turn around. "I'll wait to hear from you," he says quietly. "However long that takes."

Then he goes, and this time I don't throw anything, and the silence that settles into the apartment in his wake is the loudest thing I've heard all night.

I stand in it for a long time, my shirt still around my shoulders, smelling like him, which is a problem I'll deal with in the morning.

Then I open my laptop. I start reading. If I'm going to help him take down Richard, I'm going to know everything first.


Cracks in the System


Isit in my car outside her building for eleven minutes. I know because I watch the clock on my dashboard tick through them one by one, which is something I do on surveillance operations when I need to stay present and keep my hands from doing something unproductive, and apparently that skill transfers to sitting in the dark outside the apartment of a woman who just threw a wine glass at my head and had every right to.

The light in her third floor window stays on.

I think about going back up. Knocking again. Finding the right words—something true enough to matter, something that doesn't ask her to carry any of it. I run through versions in my head and discard all of them. There's no sentence that covers six weeks of lies and comes out the other side worth saying.

I start the car and drive.

Cambridge at midnight is quiet in the way that cities are only quiet on the surface, the noise just redistributed rather than absent — a bar emptying onto a side street, a delivery truck idling at a light, a couple arguing on a corner with the specific exhausted energy of people who have been having the same argument for years. I move through it without really seeing any of it, on autopilot, and when I get to my building and climb the stairs and unlock my door and turn on the kitchen light, the loft feels like a place I've never been before. Too orderly. Too much like a person with functioning judgement would live here.

I shrug off my jacket and catch my reflection in the kitchen window. There's a cut above my eyebrow. I touch it—two fingers, barely bleeding. A centimeter to the right and I'd have needed stitches. I don't blame her.

I pour a shot of whiskey that I don't touch and open my phone.

The photographs are there in my secure folder — forty-three images, documents laid flat on Beth's hardwood floor in the glow of my phone screen, taken as quickly and cleanly as I could manage at one in the morning with my hands steadier than they had any right to be. I transfer them to my encrypted laptop, run them through the case management software, and start going through them one by one.

The whiskey stays untouched. I'm not drinking tonight. I need to think clearly, need to look at what I have without the softening influence of anything that might let me convince myself it's more than it is.

My father's travel logs are first. His handwriting — cramped, impatient, the script of a man who writes only what's necessary and resents the necessity — fills the pages with dates and cities and abbreviated names. I match the photos to our timeline. Everything fits. Exactly. Romania in March, three consecutive days marked with a set of initials that match Viktor Kozlov's known aliases. Ukraine in June with a note in the margin — DV, shipment coord — that ties directly to Dimitri Volkov, the second-tier coordinator we've been building toward for eight months. Thailand and Vietnam back to back in September, two weeks of travel with nothing written except a series of numbers that our financial team will need to cross-reference against container manifests, and a single phrase in the margin that makes my stomach drop: cargo confirmed.

It's good. It's genuinely good, the kind of pattern evidence that makes circumstantial cases sing in front of a jury. The dates align. The locations align. The initials and the notations align with everything else we've been assembling for eighteen months.

It's not enough.

I know it as I'm looking at it, know it with the particular sinking clarity that comes from having been in this work long enough to understand the distance between what makes a good story and what makes an airtight case. My father's lawyers are among the best money buys in Boston. They will look at these travel logs and call them the routine documentation of an international shipping executive whose business legitimately operates in Eastern Europe and Southeast Asia. They will look at the initial notations and say they represent nothing more than abbreviated contact names for regional business partners. They'll look at 'cargo confirmed' and say it refers to shipping containers—because that's Richard's business—and they'll say it with straight faces in a courtroom, and they won't technically be wrong. None of this is explicit. None of it says what we need it to say.

The payment receipts are next. Shell companies, four of them, all partially identified by our financial forensics team in the course of the last year. Large transfers, irregular intervals, no invoices attached. Again: good. Again: not enough. A defense attorney will call them investment vehicles, private holdings, none of your business without a warrant, and the warrant we could get on this evidence wouldn't survive the first challenge because partially identified shell companies is not the same as proven criminal infrastructure.

The name list. Handwritten, eleven names, dollar amounts beside each one ranging from forty thousand to two hundred and fifty thousand. No dates. No letterhead. No context that ties it to anything explicitly. Richard's handwriting, which we can verify, on paper that could have been written anywhere at any time for any reason his lawyers choose to invent.

And the hotel receipts, the off-book travel, the stays that don't match any official itinerary — circumstantial, all of it, evidence of a man who conducts business privately, which is not a crime, which is merely suspicious in a context where we need more than suspicion.

I sit back from the laptop and press the heels of my hands against my eyes and hold them there until I see white.

Forty-three photographs. Six weeks of access. One dead informant. And what I have is a collection of very interesting documents that Richard Ashworth's legal team will dismantle in discovery before we get anywhere near a courtroom.

I need his communications. The private channel, the encrypted messaging system accessed from the personal phone that never leaves his possession, the conversations between Richard and Kozlov that our surveillance has confirmed exist but never been able to intercept. That's where the explicit coordination lives — the actual language of the operation, the instructions, the approvals, the thing that makes Richard not just complicit but directive. The thing that puts him in the room with the crime instead of three legal layers removed from it.

I need what's on that phone. And I have no way to get it.

That's where I land. That's where I stay.

***

Sofia is at her desk when I arrive at seven the next morning. She takes one look at me — the cut above my eyebrow, the circles under my eyes, the particular quality of stillness that comes from not having slept — and doesn't say anything immediately, which is one of her better qualities. She pours me coffee from the machine on the counter behind her and pushes it across the desk without a word and I take it and drink it standing up.

"Tell me," she says.

I lay it out. Everything I photographed, everything I've cross-referenced, the correlations and the gaps and the fundamental problem of what we have versus what we need. She listens without interrupting. She probably knew where this was going the moment she saw me leave yesterday.

When I finish she's quiet for a moment. Then she says: "How bad is the gap?"

"We can move on the shipment," I tell her. "We intercept the container Thursday, we save whoever's inside, we make arrests at the dock. We can tie the dock operation to Kozlov's network with what we have. But Richard—" I stop. "His lawyers will call it rogue contractors. They'll say his shipping infrastructure was compromised by criminal elements operating without his knowledge. They'll build a narrative where Richard Ashworth is a victim of corporate espionage and they will make it stick because nothing in those documents has his explicit authorization on anything criminal."

Sofia exhales slowly through her nose. "Miller needs to know today."

"I know."

"He's not going to be happy."

"I know that too."

She stands, smoothing her jacket, and looks at me with the expression she reserves for things she'd rather not say. "Chase. The cut on your face."

"Wine glass," I say.

She doesn't ask anything else. She picks up her coffee and nods toward Miller's office. "Come on. Let's go ruin his morning."

Miller reviews the photographs for forty-five minutes with Vance on speakerphone from the DA's office, both of them going through the same process I went through last night — the initial interest, the pattern recognition, the gradual arrival at the same conclusion. I watch Vance's enthusiasm cool in real time through the quality of the silence on the line.

"It's good work," Vance says finally. "I'm not dismissing it. The travel correlations alone are solid supporting evidence. But supporting evidence for what? Without the communications, without something that puts his voice on the operation explicitly, I cannot take Richard Ashworth to trial on this. I can take Kozlov to trial. I can take the dock operation apart and prosecute everyone we arrest Thursday. But Ashworth himself—" A pause. "His team will bury us."

Miller looks at me from across his desk with an expression that is not quite accusatory and not quite sympathetic, somewhere in the flat professional space between them. "You said you were close."

"I am close," I say, and hear how it sounds, hear the gap between the certainty in my voice and the evidence on his desk. "I need access to his personal communications. The private device. If I can get someone physically close to that phone—"

"Who?" Miller asks.

I don't answer right away.

"Who," Miller says again, and this time it's not a question.

"I'm working on it," I say. "Give me until end of week."

Miller studies me for a long moment. He's been in this work for twenty-three years, has seen every version of an agent who has gotten personally tangled in an operation, and I can see him making assessments I'd rather he didn't make. "End of week," he says finally. "And Chase — whatever you're working on, make sure it's something I can sign off on. I don't want to find out after the fact that you've done something that gets this whole case thrown out."

"Understood," I say, which is not the same as a promise, and we both know it.

Back at my desk I pull up the case file on Richard's personal habits, but I don't really need it. I've known my father for twenty-five years. The file just confirms what I already know in my bones — what I grew up watching, what I spent my childhood learning to navigate, what I eventually got far enough away from to see clearly.

Richard Ashworth's ego is his most reliable vulnerability. Not because the file says so — because I watched it operate in real time for eighteen years. The way he'd light up when someone came back to him, a business partner who'd left and returned, an employee who'd tried somewhere else and come crawling, anyone whose return he could read as confirmation that leaving him had been a mistake. He never forgave departure but he always welcomed return, because return meant he'd won. It meant he was right about his own indispensability, which was the thing he needed most and could never get enough of.

He was like that with me, too, when I first told him I was joining the FBI instead of coming into Ashworth Global. The cold fury of it, the way he cut me off completely and waited — actually waited, I understood later — for me to come back. For me to realize I'd made a mistake. For me to validate him by reversing course. When I didn't, when two years passed and I still hadn't come back, that was the one outcome he hadn't genuinely planned for, and it became the one thing he couldn't forgive.

I know how he holds his phone. Not from surveillance footage — from twenty-five years of watching him treat every communication like currency, like information was the only real power and he was its sole legitimate custodian. That phone never left his person when I was growing up either. Not at dinner, not at family functions he couldn't avoid, not in conversations with people he didn't completely trust. I used to watch him check it under the table during my school events and understand that whatever was on that screen mattered more than anything happening in the room.

He will not put it down for a stranger. He won't put it down for a business associate. He won't put it down for anyone he's still in the process of evaluating.

But he'll put it down for someone he thinks he's already won. Someone whose return he's filed away as a conquest rather than a threat. Someone whose coming back means he was right all along, which is the narrative my father finds most irresistible of all.

His ex-wife, showing up lonely and uncertain and wanting him back, would be exactly that. I know it not because of the file, but because I know him. I grew up studying his ego, learning where the cracks were. That's the one useful thing being Richard Ashworth's son ever gave me—I know exactly how he breaks.

I just never thought I'd have to use it like this.

I stare at the screen.

I've been circling this conclusion for twenty-four hours and each circuit brings me back to the same place, the same name, the same fundamental problem of what I'm willing to ask and what right I have to ask it.

Sofia appears at the edge of my desk at three in the afternoon with two coffees and the expression that means she's been thinking about something all day and has decided it's time.

"How is she?" she asks, setting one of the coffees in front of me.

"I don't know. She told me not to contact her."

"Are you respecting that?"

"Yes." I pick up the coffee. "Obviously."

Sofia sits in the chair across from my desk and holds her cup in both hands and looks at me steadily. "The communication gap," she says. "You've been in that file all day. You already know what the next step is."

"Sofia—"

"I'm not saying it to push you," she says, and her voice is genuinely careful in a way that makes it harder to deflect. "I'm saying it because you've been sitting with it alone for twenty-four hours and that's not helping anyone. You need to say it out loud."

I set my coffee down. Look at the window, at the pale October sky beyond it, at nothing in particular. "The only person Richard would lower his guard around enough to access that device is someone he already has a relationship with. Someone whose return he'd read as a win rather than a threat."

"His ex-wife," Sofia says.

"His ex-wife," I confirm.

The words sit between us with all their implications.

"She'd have to make contact," Sofia says. "Voluntarily. She'd have to go back to him, rebuild enough proximity that she could access the phone without triggering suspicion."

"I know."

"And you'd have to ask her to do that."

"I know."

"After what you did to her."

I don't say anything to that because there's nothing to say. The facts are the facts.

Sofia is quiet for a moment, turning her coffee cup in her hands. "What does she actually know? About the investigation."

"She knows I'm FBI, that I was investigating Richard from the beginning, that I used our relationship to access her apartment. She doesn't know the specifics of the case beyond what I told her during the confrontation." I pause. "She's smart. By morning she'll be searching for anything that connects Richard to what I said—trafficking, Kozlov, whatever she can find."

"Then she's going to start seeing things she missed before," Sofia says. "Or start wondering what she lived next to."

"Yeah."

"And you think she'll want to help."

I think about Beth. The look on her face when she told me no contact. She wasn't falling apart—she was calculating. She'll have been digging all night. She's already in this. She just doesn't know how deep yet.

"I think she's already decided," I say. "I just don't know if she'll let me be the one to ask."

Sofia nods slowly. "When she contacts you—"

"I'll bring her in properly," I say. "Full briefing. She gets the whole picture — Antonio, the shipment, Kozlov, all of it. She makes an informed decision. No more managing what she knows."

"And if she says no?"

"Then she says no and we find another way."

"Is there another way?"

I don't answer that, because we both know the answer and saying it out loud doesn't help either of us.

The apartment is cold when I get home. I didn't leave any lights on and I don't turn them on now, just move through the dark to the kitchen, pour a glass of water, stand at the window looking out at the river. The Charles is black and flat in the October dark, the Cambridge lights reflecting in broken fragments across the surface, and I stand there and think about all the things I can't control and how many of them I created.

The Romanian shipment. Four days. People in a container crossing the Atlantic right now, in the dark, not knowing what's waiting for them on the other side, not knowing there are people working to intercept that container before it disappears into Richard's network. That's real. That's the thing I have to keep in front of everything else, the reason the last six weeks were necessary, the reason I made the choices I made.

Except I keep seeing Beth's face. The way she looked at me before everything fell apart—soft, open, trusting. The early days, when she was nervous and beautiful and had no idea what I really was. All the moments she let herself be happy with me, not knowing what it was built on.

I made her trust me. I was very good at it. And she trusted me in the specific, hard-won way of someone who had already been hurt and learned better and decided to try again anyway, which makes what I did to that trust significantly worse than if she'd been naive about it.

There's a version of this where what I feel about that matters. Where I sit with the guilt until it means something, until it changes something, until I become the kind of person who doesn't use people even in service of outcomes that are genuinely worth pursuing.

I don't have the luxury of that version right now.

I go to my desk and open the laptop and pull up the formal asset documentation — the operational language, the chain of command approvals, the legal framework for using a civilian in an active federal investigation. I've filled out versions of this form before for other cases, other assets, other people whose lives intersected with federal investigations in ways that made them useful. I've always been able to maintain the professional distance that makes the form feel like paperwork rather than like what it actually is.

I type Beth's name into the asset field. Beth Collins, former spouse of subject, potential access to personal communication devices.

I look at it for a long time.

Then I keep writing, because the shipment arrives in four days and Richard Ashworth has been operating since before I was old enough to understand what his late night phone calls about cargo actually meant, and the women in that container deserve better than a federal agent who stopped doing his job because it got complicated.

I write the whole document. Every operational detail, every proposed approach, every risk assessment and contingency. I write it as if Beth is a name on a form and not a person I watched sleep with her face pressed into my shoulder and her hand spread across my chest like she was keeping track of my heartbeat. I write it as if this is just the next step in an eighteen-month investigation and not something I'm going to have to look her in the eye and ask for.

I finish at midnight. Save it. Close the laptop.

My phone is on the corner of the desk. Beth's name in the contacts. No messages since that night—just her voice in my head telling me no contact until she says. The silence feels like a wall.

I go to bed and lie there in the dark and wait for the morning, which is all I can do, which is possibly the hardest thing I've ever done in a career full of waiting for things I couldn't control.

She'll call when she's ready. Or she won't, and I'll figure out another way.

But she'll call. I know her well enough for that—know her in ways I wasn't supposed to, learned her in ways that were meant to be operational and became something else. She'll call because she's already decided. She's been up all night, I'm sure, searching for anything that connects Richard to what I told her—trafficking routes, shell companies, names she half-remembers from business dinners. She's moving toward this the same way I am.

I just have to wait.

I close my eyes and try to sleep and instead spend four hours cataloging every detail of her face the moment she found me on her living room floor — the way comprehension moved through her in layers, each one arriving slower and harder than the one before it, the way she made herself stand still and take it all in before she spoke.

She looked, in that moment, like someone who had been through something that should have broken her and instead just made her clearer.

I think about that. I think about it for a long time.

Then I get up, make coffee, and wait for my phone to ring.


Tightening Grip


Idon't sleep.

I try. I lie down around two, planning to rest, but my mind won't stop. Eventually I give up, make coffee, and open my laptop at the kitchen table. I keep reading.

Ashworth Global Shipping. Founded 1987. Headquarters in Boston with regional offices in Rotterdam, Singapore, and Odessa. Annual revenue in excess of Two billion dollars. A fleet of thirty-one container vessels operating across eleven major international shipping lanes. Clients in sixty-three countries. Richard on the cover of a 2021 Forbes profile with his arms crossed and his silver hair and that expression he wore for cameras and charity galas — the one that looked like confidence from a distance and was actually just a very practiced form of contempt. Shipping Magnate Richard Ashworth On Building A Global Empire.

I read through it again. I remember when it came out—Richard leaving three copies on the kitchen counter like he'd forgotten them there accidentally. I picked one up and told him it was impressive, because that's what he wanted to hear. By then I'd learned that was easier than the alternative.

I put the magazine down at the time and thought: he's successful. That's good. That's what I chose.

I look at the same words now and think about Romania in March.

I remember that trip. Not because Richard told me anything about it — he rarely told me anything about his travel beyond the dates and destination, and even those felt like information released under sufferance rather than shared. I remember it because I had planned something for my birthday that week. A dinner at a restaurant I'd been wanting to try, a small quiet thing I'd been looking forward to for a month in the way I'd learned to look forward to things by then — loosely, with enough distance that their cancellation wouldn't register on my face.

He told me two days before he left that he'd have to be in Bucharest. Unavoidable. He'd make it up to me. He came back ten days later distracted and sharp-edged, spending the first evening back behind the closed study door with his private phone, and I made dinner and left a plate and went to bed alone and told myself this was just what marriage to a man like Richard looked like sometimes.

Three in the morning, kitchen table, his handwriting in front of me. I see it now. I wasn't waiting for my husband. I was disappearing into the doorway of his life while he flew to Eastern Europe and did god knows what. And I was so good at it I never noticed.

The coffee goes cold. I make more.

Ukraine in June. I remember that one too. I'd suggested coming with him — some impulse toward connection that I'd acted on before I could talk myself out of it — and he'd looked at me with that particular patience he deployed when I said something that required managing. You'd be bored, Beth. I'll be in meetings the entire time. I'd nodded and felt the familiar combination of relief that I hadn't pushed harder and shame that I'd asked at all.

Thailand and Vietnam in September. Two weeks. I spent them alone in the penthouse watching design documentaries and eating takeout and telling myself this was fine.

I close the Forbes profile. Open a new tab and search for Ashworth Global shipping routes — Eastern Europe, Southeast Asia. Read three industry articles about container shipping logistics that I mostly understand and one that loses me completely in the technical language. Read a piece about human trafficking and international shipping that makes my stomach turn and that I force myself to finish anyway because turning away from difficult things is a habit I'm specifically trying to break.

The documents in the folder don't name what they are. They don't have to. The pattern is visible enough once you know to look for it — the travel dates, the payment transfers to companies I can't find legitimate records for, the contact list with dollar amounts beside names that appear nowhere in any public-facing documentation of Ashworth Global's business operations. I'm not an investigator. I don't have the tools or the training to decode all of it. But I'm intelligent and I'm motivated and I spent two and a half years adjacent to Richard's world, which means I know what the legitimate version of his business looks like and I can see the places where what's in these documents doesn't fit it.

By seven in the morning I have filled four pages of a legal pad with notes. My kitchen table looks like a research project and I look like someone who has been awake for twenty-six hours, which I have, and the apartment has the particular stillness of a space where one person has been alone with hard thoughts for a very long time.

I shower. Change. Make toast I don't really taste. Then I call Sarah.

She picks up on the second ring, which means she's already up and already caffeinated, which are two of the things I love most about her.

"Talk," she says, because she heard something in my voice on the two-syllable greeting that told her this wasn't a casual Saturday morning call.

"I need to think out loud," I tell her. "And I need you to be a lawyer first and a friend second for part of it, and then I need you to be a friend again after."

"Okay," she says, without hesitation. "Go."

I tell her about the documents. Not everything — not the full context of how they came to my attention or what the last twenty-four hours have actually looked like — but the substance of what I found and what I think it means. The travel logs. The payment receipts. The contact list. The pattern that emerges when you lay it all against publicly available information about Ashworth Global's shipping routes.

Sarah is quiet for most of it, asking occasional short questions — what kind of payments, what amounts, to what kind of entities — in the deposition voice that means she's filing information rather than reacting to it. When I finish she's silent for a moment that stretches long enough that I can hear her thinking.

"How confident are you in your reading of this?" she asks finally.

"Confident enough that I've been up all night and keep arriving at the same conclusion."

"And Chase," she says carefully. "This is connected to his investigation."

"Yes."

"How connected."

"He was building a case against Richard when he reached out to me. The whole thing — from the beginning — was about getting access to what I had."

The silence this time is different. Heavier. "Beth."

"I know."

"He used you."

"I know that too."

"And you're still going to help him."

It's not quite a question. Sarah has known me for twenty-three years and she knows the shape of how I make decisions, knows that I'm already past the point of deliberating when I call her because I think out loud but I decide internally, and by the time I reach for the phone I've usually already decided.

"I'm going to help bring Richard down," I say, because the distinction matters to me even if it's fine-grained. "Chase is part of that. But I'm not doing it for him."

Sarah exhales slowly. "Okay. Then here's what you need to hear from the lawyer part of me before the friend part of me says anything." She walks me through it with the methodical care that makes her exceptional at her job — document everything, make copies before you hand over a single original, don't tell them anything they don't already know before you have a cooperation agreement in writing, make sure you understand your own legal exposure before you walk into any formal meeting. Know what you're giving them and what you're getting in return. Don't let them manage what you know. Ask for everything.

I write it all down.

"Now the friend part," she says when she's done.

"Sarah—"

"I'm going to say it and then I'll leave it alone." Her voice is gentler now, the lawyer register dropped. "What he did was a significant betrayal. It doesn't matter that he has feelings for you — and I believe that he does, because I've seen your face when you talk about him and I know what that means — it doesn't make what he did acceptable or mean you owe him anything. You're allowed to help with this investigation and still be furious at him. You're allowed to need more time than feels comfortable. You're allowed to not know what you want from him yet and not have to figure it out on anyone else's timeline."

I'm quiet for a moment. "I know."

"Do you? Because you have a tendency to process things faster than you actually feel them, and then the feeling catches up later at an inconvenient time."

"I'm aware of that tendency."

"Good. Then be aware of it now." A pause. "Are you okay? Actually okay."

I think about it honestly before I answer. "I'm clearer than I was yesterday. I'm not okay in the sense of everything being fine, but I'm okay in the sense of knowing what I want to do and being able to do it."

"That's a very Beth answer," Sarah says, and I can hear the smile in it even through the concern. "Call me after. Whatever happens — call me."

"I will."

I spend the afternoon alone in my apartment and I need it, need the quiet and the time and the absence of anyone else's reactions to factor into my thinking. I take my legal pad to the armchair — my chair, the ugly comfortable one I chose because I wanted it and not because it matched anything — and I try to do the thing I've been learning since the divorce, which is to look at what's actually in front of me instead of the version of it I'd prefer to see.

Richard first, because he's easier. The facts of Richard are stark and they've only gotten starker in the last eighteen hours. He is a monster. He has been one for a long time, possibly always, and the specific texture of his monstrousness is something I now understand in ways I didn't when I was living inside the carefully maintained fiction of his legitimate life. I think about sitting across from him at dinners while he smiled and made witty comments and ordered the right wine, and I think about what was happening in the study afterward when the door was closed and the private phone was out, and I feel something cold and clarifying move through me that has no grief in it at all. Just clarity. Just the clean cold edge of knowing.

Chase is harder.

I sit with the harder thing. I don't fold it up. I don't put it away.

He pursued me deliberately. Every point of contact was calculated. The careful questions about my marriage. The slow escalation—patience, attentiveness, all of it threaded with an agenda I never suspected because I was too grateful for the attention to question it.

He went through my files while I was sleeping. Held me afterward. Let me fall back asleep trusting him. And he did it again last night—came back after I threw him out, took what I asked him to take, gave me what I asked for. Knowing exactly what he was.

None of that is something I'm going to talk myself out of. It happened the way it happened.

But I've been around performed feeling before. I was married to it for two and a half years. I know what it looks like up close—warmth that feels real until you notice there's nothing behind it. Richard was exceptional at it in the beginning. All the right gestures, the right words, the targeted attention of a man who knew that making a woman feel seen was the fastest way to get what he wanted.

Chase doesn't feel like that. I've been trying to make him feel like that all day because it would be so much cleaner, such a neater resolution to the problem of what I feel about him. If it was all performance then I was just deceived and I can be simply angry and move forward without the complication of the rest of it. But I keep running the comparison and it keeps coming out wrong. The way he listened to me wasn't the listening of someone waiting to deploy what I said later. The way he held me wasn't the holding of someone maintaining an asset. The four words in the dark of my bedroom — I can't let you go — arrived with the specific unguarded quality of something that came out before it could be edited, and I know what edited sounds like, I have extensive experience with edited, and that wasn't it.

It doesn't fix anything. The trust is gone. I'm not making decisions tonight about what I want from him or what happens next. I'm just being honest with myself about what I feel—because pretending I don't feel it is the kind of blindness I promised myself I was done with.

I close the legal pad. Look out the window at the late afternoon light going amber over the rooftops.

I know what I'm going to do.

I'm not walking into this as someone's asset—managed, deployed, kept half-informed about the thing I'm being used for. I did that for three years. I know what it costs. I'm not paying it again.

I want the full picture. Every detail of the investigation, not the version Chase decides I'm ready for. I want to meet his partner — whoever else is working this case, whoever can provide oversight that isn't just Chase's word, because Chase's word is not currently the currency I'm trading in. And I want it in writing — whatever cooperation agreement Sarah told me to ask for — before I tell them a single thing they don't already have.

Those are my terms. They're not negotiable.

I pick up my phone. I've been avoiding it all day. It hasn't buzzed once—he's keeping his word about no contact. I note that without letting it soften me.

I type carefully. I want this to say exactly what I mean.

I need a full briefing. Everything — not the version you decide I should know, not what's operationally convenient. Everything the investigation has. I also want to meet your partner, whoever else is on this case. And I want any cooperation agreement in writing before I say anything beyond what you already know. If those terms work, I can come in tomorrow morning.

I read it twice. Send it.

"I put the phone face down on the counter and go to the stove. The water for pasta has been sitting there for twenty minutes. I find the sauce, find a spoon, and stir like I'm not counting the seconds.

I last about four minutes.

His response came in under one.

Whatever you need. All of it. Sofia—my partner—will be there. I'll have the cooperation agreement ready to sign before we say anything else. Thank you, Beth.

I read it once. Set the phone down. Stir the sauce."

The warmth in my chest at those last three words is inconvenient. I'm not pretending it isn't there—I've decided to stop doing that. It exists. It changes nothing about tomorrow, or the distance I need to keep, or the long list of things unresolved between us.

He's under my skin. That's just true. I'm going to have to live with it while working alongside him toward something that matters more than either of us.

I eat my pasta standing at the counter. It's actually good. That surprises me, and the surprise makes me think of Chase at my table saying you undersold yourself. I put the fork down for a moment. Breathe through it. Pick it back up.

Late. The lamp on in the corner of my bedroom, the folder on the nightstand, my phone on the pillow. I think about the women in that container and let myself think about them specifically rather than abstractly — not a statistic, not a moral weight to justify a course of action I've already decided on, but actual people. In the dark. In a steel box crossing the Atlantic right now while I lie in my clean bed in my chosen apartment with my jazz and my art deco bookends and all the accumulated small freedoms of a life I rebuilt from the wreckage of a bad marriage.

I think about Richard's hands on me. All those perfunctory nights when I tried and he couldn't be bothered and I told myself it was stress, it was work, it was something I could fix if I was better or different or less. And then I think about what those hands were signing off on in the study with the door closed, what those travel logs were documenting, what the dollar amounts on that contact list were paying for.

The anger is the cleanest thing I've felt in days. I hold onto it.

I'm not doing this for Chase. I want that clear, at least to myself. I'm doing this because Richard has been a monster in an expensive suit for long enough—and I was the woman who spent three years invisible in his house. The one he dismissed and replaced and forgot.

I want him to know it was me.

That thought settles in. Something solid.

I close my eyes. Outside, somewhere down the street, a saxophone drifts up from a bar still open—warm, wandering. The kind of thing I would have turned off three years ago because Richard hated jazz.

I let it play.

I sleep.


Controlled Damage


Iget to the field office at six—two hours before anyone else, four hours after I gave up on sleep. The cleaning crew is still finishing when I badge through, and the overnight desk agent gives me the look reserved for colleagues who show up before dawn looking like they haven't slept. Sympathetic. Not surprised.

I go directly to the conference room at the end of the second-floor hallway—the one we use for witness briefings and sensitive discussions. Door that locks, table big enough to spread a full case file across, window that faces the parking structure instead of anything worth looking at.

I've been in this room dozens of times. It's never felt like anything except a functional space.

It feels different this morning. I notice that. I don't examine it.

I print the cooperation agreement from the secure server. Three copies. Standard template, modified for civilian asset cooperation, every clause in plain language because she asked for everything and I'm not starting this with fine print she didn't know to look for.

I read it the way she will—looking for gaps, places the language protects us more than her. I find two. I flag them for revision before I hand it across the table.

She's going to read every word. It should be clean when she does.

I organize the case files in the order I'm going to walk her through them. The network overview first — the shape and scale of what Richard has been running, the geography of it, the logistics. Then the specific evidence, what we have and what it means and what it doesn't yet prove. Then Antonio, because she deserves to know about Antonio before she decides anything, deserves to understand the human cost of what she's walking toward with her eyes open. Then the gap — laid out plainly, no softening, the exact distance between what we have and what we need. Then the ask.

I stand back and look at the table. Everything is in order. I move the Kozlov file two inches to the left and then move it back.

Sofia arrives at seven-thirty and finds me mid-fidget. She stands in the doorway for a moment, taking in the setup—the files, the coffee I've made that's probably too strong, the cooperation agreements in their neat stack, me standing in the middle of it looking like I've been rearranging things for no reason.

She comes in. Pours herself coffee. Looks at the empty chairs on the other side of the table.

"She's going to be angry when she sees all of it," she says.

"I know."

"The full scope of it. Eighteen months. All the things you knew and she didn't." Sofia wraps both hands around her mug. "Seeing it laid out on a table is different from knowing it abstractly. That's a lot to take in."

"I know that too."

"Don't try to manage it when it does." She meets my eyes. "Whatever she feels when she sees it, she's earned the right to feel it. You let her."

"I'm not going to manage it," I say. That's a promise I'll have to work to keep—managing things is what I do. But I'll try.

Sofia studies me for a moment with the uncomfortable perception that comes from two years of partnership in close quarters. Then she nods, apparently satisfied with whatever she found, and takes her coffee to the chair at the near end of the table — the one that's neither across from me nor beside me, that stakes out its own position in the room.

"She asked for me specifically," Sofia says. "As her handler for the Richard piece."

"Yes."

"Good call on her part."

"Yes," I say. Because it is. And because I don't want to sit with how that feels.

We wait.

Beth arrives at eight fifty-three. Seven minutes early, which means she's been outside longer than that—sitting in her car or standing on the sidewalk, getting ready the same way I did at six in the morning. Getting the room ready inside her own head.

I go down to meet her in the lobby. It felt wrong to have her badged through by a stranger. And I need the walk up the stairs—ninety seconds of transition before we're in the conference room and this becomes official.

She's wearing dark jeans and a gray wool sweater, hair pulled back, minimal makeup—which I've learned means she means business. Bag over one shoulder, spine straight. She has that look she gets when she's decided exactly who she's going to be today. The version of herself that doesn't crack.

Seeing her here does something to me I wasn't ready for.

She meets my eyes. Nods once. That's all we're doing in this lobby.

"Thank you for coming," I say, which is inadequate and all I have.

"Thank you for the terms," she says, voice carefully even.

I badge her through. We take the stairs.

She sees Sofia before she sits down—a quick glance, sizing her up. Sofia stands when Beth comes in, which I notice she doesn't always do, and extends her hand across the table.

"Sofia Rossi," she says. "I've heard—" she pauses, and something almost like wry acknowledgment moves across her face "—a lot about you."

Beth shakes her hand with the firm confident grip that I first noticed at my father's charity gala four years ago when she was someone else's and I was trying very hard not to notice things about her. "Beth Collins," she says. "I imagine you have."

Something passes between them in the handshake—the kind of silent sizing-up I'm not going to try to interpret. Whatever it is, it seems to land okay, because Beth pulls out the chair across from me and sits. Her shoulders are level, not braced. I take that as a good sign.

"The cooperation agreement first," Beth says, looking at the document in the center of the table. "Then everything else."

I slide it across. She picks it up and begins to read.

She reads every word. I can tell because I watch her—not skimming, not flipping ahead, just moving line by line through every clause. It takes twelve minutes. I've sat through longer silences in interrogation rooms. None of them felt this long.

Halfway through, she stops. Makes a small sound that's not quite a reaction, picks up the pen from beside the document, and makes a note in the margin. I notice she brought her own pen. Of course she did.

She finishes. Sets the document down with two fingers placed at the top of the page.

"Section four," she says, "protection of cooperating individual." She looks at me directly. "The language says the Bureau will take reasonable steps to ensure my safety. I want that changed to all necessary steps. Reasonable is too much discretion on your end."

"I can have legal amend that before you sign," I say.

"Do it now. I'll wait."

I take out my phone, email the request to our legal coordinator, and we wait five minutes for the amended page to come through and print. Beth reads the revision. Nods.

"Section seven," she says, "scope of cooperation." She turns the page and points to a specific paragraph. "This says I'm obligated to disclose any information I become aware of during the course of cooperation that may be relevant to the investigation. That's too broad. I'm not signing a blank check. I'll cooperate on the specific operation we agree on today and any reasonable extension of it that we explicitly discuss. Not whatever your legal team decides is technically covered by relevant to the investigation in six months."

I look at Sofia. Sofia looks at me with an expression that says she's impressed and she's not going to pretend otherwise.

"That's a fair reading," Sofia says. "We can narrow the language."

Another five minutes. Another amended page. Beth reads it. This time she nods without making a note.

"Anything else?" I ask.

"One question," she says. "If I withdraw cooperation at any point — for any reason — what's my exposure?"

"None," I say. "You came to us voluntarily. You haven't committed any crime. Withdrawing cooperation isn't obstruction. You can walk out of this building right now and hand those documents to your own attorney and we can't touch you for it."

She looks at me steadily. Searching for something.

"You have no exposure," I say, holding her gaze. "You can leave at any time. Nothing you sign today changes that."

She looks at me a moment longer—not trusting, not yet, but deciding. Then she signs.

"Now," she says. "Everything."

I start at the beginning.

The network overview takes twenty minutes. I walk her through the architecture of it — the legitimate shipping operation and the parallel criminal enterprise running beneath it, the specific routes, the source countries, the destination markets, the logistics of moving human beings through international container shipping in ways that bypass standard customs checks. I use the maps we've built over eighteen months, the financial flow charts, the organizational structure of the network as we currently understand it. I don't edit for digestibility. She asked for everything and I give her everything, including the parts that are ugly in ways that go beyond the specific ugliness of Richard being a criminal.

She doesn't interrupt. She watches the maps and charts, taking notes in the small leather notebook she pulled from her bag—shorthand I can't read from across the table.

Viktor Kozlov comes next. His name, his role, his history, the Interpol file. I watch her face when I say the name—not recognition exactly, but something. She goes still for a moment. Pulling at a thread.

"I know that name," she says quietly.

"From Richard's parties," I say. "He was at three of them that we have photographic evidence of. You mentioned him to me at breakfast — our first breakfast — as someone who made you uncomfortable."

Something crosses her face that's partly the discomfort of hearing me reference our first breakfast as an operational data point, which it was, and partly the specific chill of understanding that the man who made her feel like a piece of meat at her husband's parties was her husband's primary trafficking coordinator. She writes something in her notebook and doesn't say anything.

I get to Antonio. I've been thinking about how to say this since last night. There's no way to make it easier. So I just say it.

"We had a confidential informant," I say. "A dock worker at the Boston port named Antonio Reyes. He'd been feeding us routing numbers and container manifests for Ashworth Global for three months. He was the one who identified the specific patterns of the off-manifest shipments, the ones that bypass standard customs checks." I pause. "He called us two days before he died. He had information about the Romanian shipment arriving Thursday — specific container codes, a routing bypass that had been arranged through channels we hadn't previously identified."

Beth's pen has stopped moving.

"He was found dead in his apartment four days ago," I say. "The initial call said overdose—Antonio had a history with heroin, it was plausible. But the detective on scene found evidence of a struggle. Defensive wounds. Broken fingers." I don't look away. "They tortured him. Found out what he told us. Killed him and made it look like an accident."

The room goes quiet.

Beth is looking at the table—not the files, not the maps. Just the surface. Her jaw is tight. Her hands are flat beside her notebook, pressed down like she's holding herself in place.

"How old was he?" she asks.

"Thirty-one."

She nods once. Writes something. The set of her jaw doesn't change.

"Does he have family?" she asks.

"A sister in Revere," I say. "She was notified."

Another nod. Then she looks up. "Keep going," she says.

The evidence section takes another thirty minutes. I lay out everything we have — the photographs I took from her apartment, every document, the travel correlations, the financial forensics, the circumstantial architecture of eighteen months of painstaking work — and then I lay out with equal precision and no editorializing exactly why it isn't enough.

"Richard's legal team will dismantle everything I just showed you," I say. "Not because it isn't real or isn't significant — it is both of those things. But because there's a specific distance between this man is involved in serious criminal activity and this man authorized and directed the trafficking operation that we can't currently bridge. Everything we have puts him adjacent to the network. None of it puts his fingerprints on the operation explicitly."

"The private phone," Beth says. She's been in her notebook for the last ten minutes and her notes are filling the page.

"Yes."

"Walk me through it."

I explain the communication system — the encrypted private channel, the device it lives on, the protocols around it. Richard's physical habits with the phone, the surveillance footage and the reported behaviors that confirm it never leaves his person except in conditions of complete trust. The technical piece of accessing it — under a minute, a specific sequence that copies the encrypted channel to a secure server, something we can walk her through until she can execute it without thinking.

"And the shipment," she says. "Thursday."

"Thursday," I confirm. "We're intercepting the container regardless — that's not contingent on anything else. Those people are getting out." I pause. "But if we move on the container without tying the communications to Richard, his lawyers build the rogue contractor defense and he's back in his penthouse by the weekend."

She closes her notebook. Puts the pen beside it like she's done with that phase. Looks at me. She knows what comes next—she's been waiting for me to get here.

"Richard's phone," I say. "The only way to access his private communications is physical proximity to the device. Someone he trusts completely. Someone whose return he'd read as—"

"You want me to go back to him," Beth says. She already knows the answer.

"Yes," I say.

The silence that follows isn't comfortable. I don't try to make it comfortable. I'm asking her to go back to a man who hurt her, in service of an investigation I built by lying to her. There's no version of that worth softening.

Sofia stays quiet. Watching. Letting the silence be.

"What would it look like," Beth says finally. Same flat tone. Gathering information.

I walk her through it. The initial contact — a text to Richard, something that implies she's been thinking about him, that the divorce was a mistake, that she's open to talking. Richard's ego will do the rest. He'll read her reaching out as validation—confirmation of everything he already believes about himself. His guard will drop. We monitor every point of contact. She's wired for any in-person meetings. There is never a moment where she's in the field without backup positioned close enough to move.

"And when I'm close enough to access the device," Beth says.

I explain the technical sequence. Simple. Fast. Thirty seconds of unobserved access to his phone.

"You understand," Beth says, her voice still level but with something moving underneath it now, something that costs her to say, "what you're asking me to go back to."

"Yes," I say. I hold her gaze and don't let myself look away from what I see there. "I understand exactly what I'm asking. And I need you to know — clearly, without any ambiguity — that if you say no, that is the end of it. We find another way or we don't, but you are not obligated to do this and I'm not going to pretend it's a small thing. It's not a small thing."

Her expression shifts—not softening, but the edge eases slightly.

"I'm not doing this for you," she says.

"I know."

"I want that to be absolutely clear."

"It is," I say. "Completely."

She looks at me a moment longer. Not forgiving. Just clear. She's made her decision. Then she turns to Sofia.

"I want final approval on every point of contact with Richard," she says. "Nothing happens without my explicit agreement on the specifics. Every meeting, every text, every phone call — I see it first and I sign off or it doesn't happen."

"Agreed," Sofia says without hesitation.

"And you're my handler for the Richard piece. Not him." She doesn't look at me when she says it. I don't move. "I'll work with both of you on the investigation side, but when it comes to Richard — what I say to him, how I approach him, what I agree to in terms of contact — that goes through you."

"I want that too," Sofia says. "For the record." She glances at me briefly. "No offense."

"None taken," I say, which is the most honest thing I've said all morning.

Beth nods. She picks up her copy of the cooperation agreement, folds it in half along an existing crease, and puts it in her bag. The gesture is neat and final and somehow communicates everything about where the boundary of this thing is.

"I'll draft the initial text to Richard tonight," she says, standing. "I'll send it to Sofia for review before it goes anywhere. I'll want to go through the technical piece on the phone — the access sequence — before any in-person contact. I need to be able to do it without thinking about it."

"We can arrange that as soon as possible," Sofia says. "Tomorrow if you want."

"I'll be in touch," she says.

Same words as two nights ago—but the tone is different. That time it was a door slamming. This time it might be one opening.

She leaves. I listen to her footsteps—steady, not hurrying—until the stairwell door closes and it's quiet.

Sofia comes back thirty seconds later with coffee she's been using as a prop for the last twenty minutes. She sits in the chair Beth just left, wraps both hands around the mug.

"She's going to be okay," she says. Not reassurance—assessment.

"I know," I say.

"Are you?"

"Ask me when it's over," I say.

Sofia nods. Takes her coffee. Leaves me with the files and the empty chairs and the quiet.

I sit there for a while. Not doing anything useful. Just sitting with it.

I think about the eighteen months of this investigation. The surveillance logs and the financial forensics and the late nights cross-referencing shipping manifests against known trafficking routes. The gradual construction of a picture that was always pointing somewhere I didn't want it to end up pointing — at my father, at the man whose name I carry, at the person I spent the first eighteen years of my life learning how not to become. I built this case with the specific and personal motivation of someone who wanted to see Richard Ashworth answer for what he was, and I told myself that was enough of a reason to justify whatever methods the building required.

I think about Beth at three in the morning, taking notes. The way she looked at me today and said you understand what you're asking me to go back to.

She's going to do this. Not for me—she was clear about that. For Antonio's sister. For the people in that container. For the clean satisfaction of bringing down the man who made her small for three years.

I built this on a lie. I have to live with that.

The ends justify the means—I've been telling myself that for eighteen months. Right now, with her signature on the table, it feels more like a question I haven't finished answering.

I put the files back in order. I pick up my phone.

My pulse kicks up with the specific anticipation of someone who has been waiting for something and is about to find out if it arrived.

It's a surveillance update from the dock team. Nothing from Beth.

I put the phone face down on the table.

I open my laptop and pull up the operational framework document I started building two days ago — the plan for how Beth approaches Richard, the contact protocol, the technical training sequence, the backup positioning for in-person meetings. There's more to fill in now that I know her terms, now that Sofia is handling the Richard piece directly, and building it out is something I can do, something concrete and forward-facing that keeps me from sitting here cataloging the things I've broken.

I work for three hours. Best work I've done in weeks. I know what changed.

I save the document. Close the laptop.

Outside, the parking structure sits in flat October light. Beth is somewhere in the city, drafting a text to my father. In four days, a shipping container from Romania arrives at the Boston port. Kozlov is out there, not knowing we're looking.

The whole thing is balanced on a knife edge I built—and she's agreed to hold it.

I check my phone one more time. Nothing from Beth. Right. She has nothing to say to me today, and I have nothing to offer that isn't already in the documents.

I put the phone away and go back to work.


Fracture Point


Idrive home with both hands on the wheel and the radio off. It's all sitting in my chest—Antonio's sister, Kozlov's name in Richard's handwriting, the Romanian container arriving Thursday—none of it fully real yet. It won't hit until I'm still.

I get home. Make tea I don't drink. Stand at the kitchen window looking at nothing.

Then it starts to sink in. I let it. The old me would have filed it away for later. I'm not doing that anymore.

Antonio Reyes. Thirty-one years old. Broken fingers. Because of Richard. Because of the network my ex-husband ran from his study while I made dinner and waited for him to come back to whatever I'd convinced myself our life was.

I sit down and let the anger come. All of it. Antonio. Every dinner across from Richard. Every time he looked at me like I was useful and nothing else.

Twenty minutes. Then I open my laptop.

The text to Richard needs to be exactly right. Not too cold—he can smell a trap. Not too eager—his ego is the target, but desperation would hand him too much power before I'm anywhere near his phone. It needs to sound like a woman who's been lonely, reaching out from real vulnerability, but with enough pride not to say that directly.

The problem is that I know exactly what that woman sounds like because I used to be her, and accessing her again requires me to go somewhere I've spent six months carefully leaving behind.

I open a notes document and start drafting.

Richard, I've been thinking about you.

Delete. Too direct. Richard would clock the directness as performance because I was never direct with him, learned early that directness irritated him, that he preferred to feel like he was drawing things out of me rather than being handed them.

I know it's been a while. I've been doing a lot of thinking.

Closer. Vague enough to be interesting, implies reflection without specifying what I've been reflecting on. But the tone is too tentative — he'll read tentative as weakness and go straight to condescension, which isn't where I need him.

I sit back. Think about Richard. The way his ego worked—how you had to approach it from the right angle to get what you wanted. I learned that over two and a half years of marriage. The hard way.

He needs to feel like he won something. Not like I'm lost without him — that's too easy, too cheap, he'll be magnanimous and patronizing and keep his guard up because he'll know he has me. He needs to feel like I resisted for a long time and couldn't quite manage it, like reaching out cost me something, like my pride is still intact enough that this is a concession rather than a surrender.

I try again.

I wasn't going to do this. But I've had a long few months and I find myself thinking about some things differently than I did when we ended. If you're open to talking I'd like that. No agenda. Just talking.

I read it three times. It's right. The hesitation signals resistance overcome—exactly what his ego needs. And 'no agenda' disarms him. Richard spent the last six months of our marriage treating my legitimate grievances like personal attacks. This tells him I'm not coming in swinging.

I copy it into a text to Sofia with a note: Draft for review. Let me know if you want changes.

Her response comes back in eight minutes: One small change — remove 'no agenda.' Reads slightly too careful. Just end on 'I'd like that.'

I read the amended version. She's right — no agenda is the one phrase that sounds written rather than felt, and Sofia has a sharper ear for it than I do because she's not the one who lived inside the marriage. I make the change, save it, send the confirmation back to Sofia.

Then I open the text thread with Richard — empty, the last message from six months ago, some administrative thing about the divorce paperwork — and I paste the text into the message field.

I read it one more time.

I send it.

He responds in forty-three minutes, which is fast enough to tell me everything I need to know about where this is going.

Beth. This is a surprise. A welcome one. I'd like that too — perhaps dinner? Somewhere quiet. My treat.

I screenshot it, send it to Sofia. Don't write anything. I want a minute to enjoy how predictable he is before I have to act like an adult about it.

Sofia responds: Perfect. Don't reply yet — let him wait until tomorrow morning. We'll talk through the next steps then.

I put my phone face down on the counter.

The game has started. I know this game. I played it for two and a half years without knowing the rules, without understanding what the board looked like or who the other players were, and I lost badly enough that it took six months of therapy and a plumbing disaster and a man who lied to me to understand how badly. But I know the rules now. I know the board. And the woman who is going to walk back into Richard Ashworth's orbit and smile at his dinners and let him believe he's recaptured something he lost is not the same woman who stood at the altar three years ago with a bouquet trembling in her hands and doubt in her eyes that apparently everyone in the back row could see.

I'm making the choice this time. Every step of it.

I open my laptop and start building notes on the phone access sequence from the briefing — the specific steps, the timing, the things I need to be able to execute without thinking about it. I write it out four times in different formats until I have it memorized, and I'm midway through the fifth pass when my buzzer goes.

I check the time. Six-forty in the evening. I wasn't expecting anyone.

I press the intercom. "Who is it?"

"Chase." A pause "Sofia moved up the technical briefing. There's been a development in the dock surveillance — she needs us ahead of schedule. I can come back tomorrow if—"

"Come up," I say, and buzz him in before I can overthink it.

He looks exhausted. Careful. Holding a laptop case and a folder, still dressed from work. The sight of him in my doorway still does something to me. That hasn't changed.

"Sofia said Richard responded," he says, by way of opening.

"Forty-three minutes," I tell him. "Dinner. Somewhere quiet."

Something moves through his jaw. A tightening that he controls quickly but not quickly enough. "Good," he says, and the word comes out correctly calibrated and completely unconvincing.

I step back and let him in.

He sets up at my kitchen table—laptop open, folder beside it, everything in its place. I recognize the impulse. I've been doing the same thing all afternoon.

He walks me through the phone. Same information as the briefing, but hands-on now—a prop device loaded with the encrypted messaging app Richard uses, same interface, same access. He talks me through it once while I follow along.

"Again," I say. "But slower on the third step — I want to make sure I have the timing right."

He goes through it again. And again. Patient, no judgment. I notice. I don't think about it.

On the fourth run-through he shifts his chair closer—close enough that I can smell him. Clean, warm. Familiar in a way I wasn't ready for. His hand covers mine to guide the sequence, and for a moment neither of us moves.

"You have the sequence," he says. His voice is level.

"I know," I say.

Neither of us moves.

The anger's been there all day, underneath everything. It doesn't feel separate from the want anymore—it hasn't since the night I threw the glass and let him back in anyway. They're fused now. Anger, want, grief, the cold clear purpose of what I'm about to do. And the humiliating fact that I still want him despite everything.

I'm tired of managing it.

I turn my hand under his and grip his wrist.

He goes still.

"Beth—" he starts, careful.

"I've had an extremely shitty kind of day," I say. "And I don't want to think anymore."

His eyes move over my face. I know that look. It's the same one that made me trust him and I resent it right now for exactly that reason.

"You're angry."

"Yes." I don't let go of his wrist. "I'm angry at you. I'm angry at Richard. I'm angry at three years of making myself small. And I want—" I stop. Make myself say it. "I want to feel something else."

Something moves through his expression. Guilt and hunger sitting badly together, neither one winning. He knows he's the reason for part of today. He's not going to apologize for it right now and we both know that.

He's not going to apologize for it right now and we both know that. I don't want him to.

"Take your clothes off," he says. "Right here."

Not let me take care of you. Not come here. Just the instruction, quiet and certain.

I hold his eyes and reach for the hem of my sweater. Pull it over my head. Unclasp my bra and let it fall. Step out of my jeans and underwear in one motion and stand there in the low light of the living room while he looks at me. Takes his time. Like he has every right to.

Then he reaches for his own shirt.

I watch him undress the way I always do when I can get away with it—the way his shoulders move, the flat plane of his stomach, the trail of dark hair disappearing below his waistband. He pushes his trousers and boxers down together and steps out of them and I feel my mouth go dry.

He's hard and the sight of him—all of him—sends a pulse straight to my cunt that twenty years of trying to be a sensible person has never once managed to train out of me. I hate that about him. I always have.

I'm angry at him and I want him so badly I could scream.

He sees me looking. He doesn't say anything about it. He just holds out his hand.

"Shower."

He walks behind me, hand at my nape, loosely gripping. Just the warmth of his palm against my skin. He turns the shower on and adjusts it without asking and it comes out hot, steam rising fast in the small bathroom, and then he steps in first and reaches back for me.

I take his hand and step in.

The water hits my back and he turns me to face him and looks at me for a moment in the steam—wet hair, water running down his chest, cock still hard against his stomach—and something in his expression is stripped down to something rawer than I usually see from him. He feels like shit about today. I can see it. It doesn't make me less angry. It makes me want him differently—want to take something from him, want him to give me something I can keep.

He reaches past me to the bracket on the wall and unclips the showerhead. He tests the settings with his thumb—cycles through until he finds what he wants—and then he looks at me.

"Hands on the wall behind you," he says. "Don't move them."

I put my hands flat against the tile.

He doesn't touch me with his hands. He brings the showerhead close—not touching, just the stream of water—and directs it between my thighs and the sensation hits me so suddenly that my hips jerk forward.

"Still," he says.

"Chase—"

"Still, Beth."

He works it slowly. Adjusts the angle, the distance, closer and then further, until I'm breathing through my nose and my fingers are spread flat against the tile and my thighs are shaking with the effort of not moving. He watches my face the whole time. Every time I get close—every time I feel it cresting—he pulls the stream back and waits.

"Please—"

"Not yet."

He does it four times. Five. Each time I get closer and each time he pulls back and by the fifth I'm making sounds I don't recognize as mine, my head dropped back against the tile, hands still flat against the wall because I won't give him the satisfaction of breaking that instruction even as everything else is falling apart.

"Chase." My voice is wrecked. "Please. Please."

"No." He clips the showerhead back to the bracket. Steps close. His cock brushes my stomach and I feel the wet heat of it and my eyes close involuntarily. "Get on your knees."

I go down. The tile bites into my knees and he makes no move to soften that and I don't ask. He's right in front of me, water running down his stomach, and I wrap my hand around the base of him—thick enough that my fingers don't quite meet—and feel him pulse against my palm.

I take him in my mouth.

He's heavy on my tongue. The sound he makes when I sink down — he catches it, swallows it back.

I go slow. My hand at the base, mouth working what I can. His hand finds my wet hair. Rests there.

"Deeper," he says.

I go deeper. Feel him hit the back of my throat and breathe through it, and he makes a harder sound this time, less controlled.

"Oh, fuck Beth" His hand tightens in my hair. Not pulling—gripping. "Good girl. Take my cock."

I work him like that for a while—mouth and hand together, learning what makes the control slip, what makes his hips move—and then I pull back and move lower. I take his balls in my hand first—heavy, warm—and roll them gently, feel him go very still above me. Then I bring my mouth to them. Drag my tongue slowly across the seam and hear him exhale—a sharp, broken sound that he clearly didn't intend to make.

"Beth." My name in his mouth sounds different. Undone.

I suck gently. Work one and then the other, rolling with my tongue, and his hand in my hair has gone from gripping to something closer to holding on. His other hand braces against the tile above me. I can feel how hard he's trying not to move his hips.

I take him back in my mouth while I keep my hand on him underneath—squeezing, rolling—and the combination makes him swear again, his fist pulling my hair back hard enough that my eyes water.

"Enough," he says. His voice is rough and stripped down. "Up. Now."

He pulls me up by my hair—not gently—and spins me around and walks me the two steps to the wall, pressing me against it with the length of his body. The tile is cold on my breasts and his chest is hot against my back and I feel his cock pressed against the cleft of my ass and his mouth comes down on the back of my neck.

"You want to be angry at me," he says against my skin. "Fine. Be angry." His hand slides down my stomach and pushes between my thighs and the sound he makes when he feels how wet I am is dark and satisfied. "Your body's not angry."

"Shut up."

"Say it." Two fingers pushing inside me, deep and immediate. "Tell me you're my slut."

"No." I push back against his hand despite myself.

"No?" He curls his fingers and I gasp. "You're dripping on my hand, Beth. You've been mine since the first night." He pulls his fingers out and my hips follow before I can stop them. "Say it."

"Chase—"

"Say it."

"I'm—" He reaches around and presses two fingers against my clit and I lose the sentence. "Fine. I'm your slut. I'm your—god—"

"Again."

"I'm your slut." The words feel different in my mouth than I expect them to. Less like surrender, more like something I'm taking back for myself. "I'm your—please, Chase, I want—"

"I know what you want."

He reaches past me to the shelf. His hand moves over the bottles there and he selects one—small shampoo bottle, smooth and cylindrical—and holds it in front of me so I can see it. Meets my eyes in the fogged mirror across from us.

"Yes or no," he says.

I look at it. Look at him. "Yes."

He slicks it thoroughly—conditioner, cool and slick—and reaches around and works it against me slowly, letting me adjust to the shape. When he pushes it inside me I make a sound that bounces off the tile. It's firm and smooth and full and I grip the shower rail in front of me with both hands.

"Stay still," he says. He's already slicking himself with the same hand. And then his hand is on my hip and that's the only warning I get.

He pushes into me from behind—slow, steady—and the fullness of both at once knocks the breath from me completely. I hear myself making continuous sounds that I have no control over, his name and please and god and nothing intelligible at all.

"That's it." His voice has changed. "You feel that? Full of my cock and that—" he moves the bottle slightly and I cry out, "—and you're still going to tell me you're mine."

"I'm yours—" I don't even fight it this time. "I'm yours, I'm your—Chase—"

"My perfect little whore," he says against my shoulder, and bites down, and starts to move.

He fucks me hard. Hard enough that I have to brace against the rail, hard enough that the sound of it competes with the water, and his hand comes around to work the bottle in counterpoint and the dual pressure of it—full, overwhelmingly full, nothing left over for thinking—strips everything else away. The anger. The grief. All of it, gone, replaced by nothing but sensation and his voice in my ear and the heat of him buried deep inside me.

"Cum for me," he says. His voice is rough, close to breaking. "Cum for me right now. Let me feel it."

I come completely undone. It rolls through me in long waves—raw and overwhelming and nothing like what I planned when I gripped his wrist in the living room—and I hear myself saying his name over and over and I don't care. He follows me over the edge with a groan that tears out of him like something he couldn't have held back if he tried—deep and ragged, his whole body shuddering with it, hips stuttering forward in short hard pulses as he empties himself into me. His hand slams against the tile beside my head. He makes a second sound—quieter, helpless—and then goes still with his forehead pressed hard against the back of my neck, breathing like he's been running.

We stay there. Water running over both of us. His chest heaving against my back.

He pulls out and I feel every inch of it. He reaches down — two fingers — collecting what's leaking from me. He turns me around gently, my back to the tile now, facing him, and his wet fingers find my pussy—spreading what he's collected along my folds, then pushing slowly inside me, working it deeper—and he watches my face while he does it with an expression I don't have a word for.

Then he kisses me.

He leans down and kisses me. Slow and deep, his fingers still moving inside me.

I kiss him back.

I don't want to. I do it anyway.

When he pulls back he rests his forehead against mine and we stand there under the water, and he doesn't say anything and neither do I because there isn't anything to say yet. There's just this. The warmth of him. The ache that's already settling into my thighs and deeper than that.

The anger is still there.

But so is this.

I look at myself in the mirror. Flushed, hair destroyed, the mark of his teeth visible on my throat where he listened to me tonight and gave me exactly what I asked for. The woman looking back at me doesn't look like someone who has been made small. She looks like someone who has been through something and is still here.

I dry my hands and go back to the living room.

He's dressed, laptop and folder collected, standing near my front door. Waiting for me to set the tone.

"Richard texted back," I say. "I'm replying tomorrow morning."

He nods. Reaches for the door. Stops. I brace for whatever he's about to say.

"You're going to be good at this," he says quietly. "Going back to him. Playing the part." A pause. "I'm not saying that as a compliment."

"I know," I say.

"I just—" He stops. Starts again. "I need you to know that watching it is going to be hard for me. Not because I don't trust you. Because I do, which is—It's complicated."

"Yes," I say. "It is."

He goes. The door closes. I stand there longer than I'd admit to anyone.

I shake it off. I'm good at that. Getting better at it, at least.

I go to my kitchen table and open my notes on the phone access sequence and run through it three more times until my hands know it without my brain having to tell them what to do. Then I open Richard's text thread. Somewhere quiet, my treat. I read it one more time.

I close the phone. Go to bed.

Tomorrow I write back to Richard.


Fault Lines


Sofia calls me at four-fifteen. I'm on my third pass of the restaurant layout and I couldn't tell you what I'm still looking for.

"I need you to do the wire run tonight," she says. "Something came up on the dock surveillance. Romanian manifest. I need to be in the briefing."

I'm already reaching for my jacket. "What kind of rerouting."

"The kind that means someone might know we're watching the port." She's quiet for a second. "Either way I can't be in two places."

"I'll do the wire run."

A pause. "She's not going to love that."

"I know."

"Chase." A beat. "She requested me specifically for the Richard piece. You showing up instead of me the night before the dinner is going to feel like—"

"I know what it's going to feel like," I say.

"Do you have someone else who knows the restaurant layout well enough to run the audio protocol?"

The silence answers that.

"I'll handle it," I say. "Text her so she knows I'm coming."

I'm pulling on my jacket when Sofia sends the text. I don't check to see whether Beth responds. There's nothing I can do about it except show up and do the job the way it requires.

Professional. I say it to myself in the elevator. I say it again in the car, sitting in traffic on the way to South End with the restaurant layout on the seat beside me and the wire kit in the back.

She goes to dinner tomorrow. With my father. Wearing a wire and a smile she'll have practiced. And I'll be two blocks away in a monitoring van listening to every word.

Professional, I tell myself again, turning onto her street.

She buzzes me in without using the intercom, which means she saw me on the street camera or she was watching for the car, and by the time I reach the third floor her door is already slightly open, light spilling into the hallway. I knock twice on the frame anyway before pushing it wider.

She's at her kitchen table. Laptop open, notepad beside it covered in her neat handwriting. The gray sweater from the briefing. Hair down. She looks up when I come in and I can't read what she's giving me.

"Sofia texted," she says.

"I know." I hold up the kit bag. "I'll be quick."

"I'm not in a hurry." She closes her laptop. "There's coffee if you want it."

"I'm fine," I say.

She looks at me a moment longer than necessary then goes back to her laptop.

I set the kit bag on her coffee table and open it. The wire is compact — a listening device no larger than a button, adhesive-backed, designed to sit against the skin below the collarbone where clothing covers it completely. I've fitted dozens of these on operational assets over three years. It has never been a particularly charged procedure.

"Come here," I say, keeping my voice level, professional. "I need to test the adhesion and the audio quality in the actual placement position."

Beth crosses from the kitchen and stands in front of me, close enough for the fitting. I keep my eyes on the device in my hands. Her perfume is the same one she always wears and I wish I didn't know that.

"Collar button," I say.

She unbuttons the top two buttons of her shirt and holds the fabric aside, exposing the skin below her collarbone. I lean in and press the device flat against her skin with two fingers to set the adhesive. She breathes in when I press down and neither of us says anything about it.

"Hold still," I say.

"I am holding still."

"I know. Okay — say something. Normal conversational volume."

"What do you want me to say?"

I move to the receiver in the kit bag, check the audio level. Clear. Strong signal. "Anything. Talk about the dinner."

A pause. Then: "Richard texted this morning to confirm the reservation. He wanted Harvest in Cambridge — somewhere he's comfortable, somewhere he knows the staff." Her voice is even and operational. "Sofia and I agreed on Sorellina instead. More central, better sight lines for your team, and he's less likely to have the staff in his pocket. He pushed back twice and then agreed, which—" she pauses "—which tells me he wants this meeting more than he wants the home advantage."

I check the audio quality on three different movement simulations, note the signal strength, test the failsafe. Everything clean. I turn back to her.

She's watching me work. There's something in her face tonight that wasn't there at the briefings and I make myself look away from it before I do something about it.

"It's good," I tell her. "Clean signal, strong adhesion. You should be able to wear this under anything without movement disruption."

"Good." She buttons her shirt back up. Doesn't step back. "Chase."

"I know Sofia was supposed to be here," I say, before she can say it. "I know you didn't ask for me tonight. If there was anyone else who knew the restaurant layout well enough to run this I would have sent them instead."

"That's not what I was going to say."

I wait.

"I was going to ask if you're okay," she says, quietly. "Because you look like you've been sleeping about as well as I have and you've had that jaw thing going on since you walked in."

"Jaw thing," I repeat.

"The clenching. You do it when you're trying to hold it together." She holds my gaze. "You've been doing it since you walked through my door."

I look at her. Standing in her kitchen in her gray sweater with two buttons recently re-buttoned, the night before she goes to dinner with my father, asking me if I'm okay. And I almost say something that tonight can't hold.

"No," I say honestly. "I'm not particularly okay."

"Because of tomorrow."

"Because of tomorrow," I confirm.

She nods slowly and leaves it alone, which is exactly the right thing to do with it.

"Come sit down," she says, and turns toward the couch.

We sit at opposite ends of the couch, which is new for us. She tucks one leg under herself and faces me and I look at the coffee table and try to find the right place to start.

"Tell me about the texts," I say, because starting with the operational is easier than starting with the personal and the personal is going to get said tonight, I've known that since I got in the car.

"You've read them all," she says.

"I know. I want to hear your read on them."

She's quiet for a moment. "He's eager. More than I expected. He responded to my first text in under an hour, agreed to a restaurant that wasn't his choice, confirmed twice." She picks at a loose thread on the couch cushion. "I think he's been waiting for me to come back. Not because of anything specific about me — because I left before he was ready for me to leave. I didn't beg or negotiate, I just took the settlement and went. I think that's been sitting with him."

"It would," I say. She looks up at me. "That's how he works. Someone leaves on their own terms and it doesn't sit right until he's rewritten it so it was his idea." I've watched him do it my whole life. "He thinks you're coming back because you couldn't do better."

"Good," she says flatly. "That's exactly what I need him to think."

I look at her and I can see she's already decided. All the way decided. And I don't know how to be in this room with that and not tell her what she is to me.

"Beth," I say.

"I know that tone," she says. "Say what you're going to say."

I look at the coffee table for a moment. Then I look at her, because she deserves to receive this directly.

"What I'm carrying about tomorrow," I start. "It's not about whether you can handle it. It's not about Richard and what he might — it's not about the operational risk." I stop. Find the true sentence. "It's about the fact that I put you here. Every step between your front door two months ago and tomorrow night is a step I engineered, and I have to live with that regardless of how it ends." I hold her gaze. "But that's my weight to carry, not yours. I need you to know I understand that."

She's watching me quietly.

"There's something else," I say. "And I need to say it tonight because tomorrow you're going to be in a room with my father and I need you to have something real to hold onto that has nothing to do with the case." I pause. "I'm not going to name it fully. I don't think I've earned the right to name it fully yet. But what I feel about you is—" I stop. Look for the accurate words. "It's the most honest thing in my life right now. Maybe the only fully honest thing. And I know what it costs for me to say that, given everything I've done, and I'm not saying it to ask for anything or to change anything between us. I'm saying it because you're going to walk into a room with a man who spent three years making you feel like you were worth nothing, and I need you to know that whatever I am and whatever I've done, what I feel about you is the opposite of nothing."

The apartment is very quiet.

Beth looks at me for a long moment. I can see her choosing what to give me. Outside, a car passes on the street below, its headlights sweeping briefly across the ceiling.

"Okay," she says softly.

"Okay," I say.

"I hear you." She unfolds her leg from under her and sets both feet on the floor, the posture of someone preparing to stand. "And I—" she stops. Looks at her hands for a moment. "I'm not ready to say anything back to that. I think you know why."

"I do."

"But I hear you." She looks up. "I'll take it with me."

I nod.

She stands. I stand. We're close in the small space between the couch and the coffee table and I don't close the gap.

"What time does Sofia need me there tomorrow?" she asks, and the shift back into operational is gentle, not abrupt — just the natural closing of a door that we've both agreed to close for tonight.

"Six," I say. "She'll wire you here."

She nods. Moves toward the front door and I follow, picking up the kit bag from the coffee table. At the door she puts her hand on the latch and pauses. Doesn't turn around.

"For what it's worth," she says to the door, "whatever I'm not ready to say back — it's not because there's nothing there to say."

She opens the door. I step through it.

"Goodnight Chase," she says quietly.

"Goodnight Beth," I say.

The door closes.

I stand in the hallway of her building and breathe. Then I go down the stairs and out to the car and sit with the wire kit on the seat beside me and the restaurant layout and tomorrow evening.

She'll take it with her, she said.

I start the car. Drive.


Unravelling


Sofia arrives at six on the dot — two quick raps and she's already through the door with the wire kit and a coffee I didn't ask for but need. She's in dark clothes, moving through my apartment like she's done this a thousand times somewhere else.

"Dress," she says, setting the kit on my coffee table.

I turn so she can access the placement site. She fits the wire quickly, pressing the adhesive flat below my collarbone with two fingers the same way Chase did last night except Sofia's hands are impersonal in a way that's easier to breathe around.

"Signal check," she says, moving to the receiver.

"It's a strange thing," I say at normal conversational volume, "to wire yourself to have dinner with your ex-husband."

"Strong and clean," Sofia says. She checks it twice, then straightens and looks at me. "You can pull out at any point. Any reason, no reason. You say the word and we're there."

"I know."

"I mean it, Beth. Not just if something goes wrong. If you're sitting across from him and you decide you're done, that's enough."

"I know," I say again, and I do know, and I'm not going to pull out, and she knows that too, but I understand why she says it and I appreciate that she does. "Thank you, Sofia."

She nods once. Picks up her coffee. "The van will be positioned on Dartmouth. Chase and I both on the receiver." She pauses. "He's going to be quiet tonight. Let him be quiet. He'll be there if you need him."

I don't say anything to that. I button my shirt back up and go to finish getting ready.

The dress is one I bought during the marriage. I almost didn't keep it during the purge of Richard-era clothing I did in the first weeks after the divorce, but something made me fold it back into the box instead of the donation bag — some practical instinct that turned out to be correct, because it's exactly right for tonight. Dark green silk, fitted, elegant without being dramatic. The version of me Richard liked. The costume of the woman I used to perform being.

I stand in front of my mirror and put it on and look at myself for a long moment.

It fits differently than it used to. Not the dress — I fit differently inside it. The woman who used to stand in front of a mirror like this one in a penthouse closet wondering if Richard would approve of what he saw — she's not here tonight.

I'm not dressing for Richard's approval tonight. I'm dressing for his predictability, which is an entirely different thing.

I do my makeup. I put on the earrings Richard gave me for our first anniversary — the ones I almost sold and then didn't, because they're mine now regardless of who paid for them. I look at the woman in the mirror and I think: you can do this. You already know how. You did it for two and a half years.

Sofia confirms the van position as I'm getting in my car. Dartmouth Street, engine off, full receiver array. She'll be on comms the entire evening. So will Chase.

I pull out of my parking space and think about Chase in the van. Listening. Every word I say to Richard arriving in his earpiece. Last night in my living room he said what I feel about you is the most honest thing in my life right now.

I think about carrying that into Sorellina and sitting across from his father with it somewhere inside me and performing warmth for a man who never earned it.

The light changes. I drive.

I arrive twelve minutes early. The host leads me to the corner table I'd requested — quiet, tucked away, exactly where Sofia wanted me. I sit with my back to the wall the way Chase does and order sparkling water and wait.

I want to be settled when Richard walks in. I want the table to feel like mine before he arrives. It's a small thing. It matters.

He comes through the door at four minutes past eight and he looks exactly like himself.

I don't know what I expected. Some visible diminishment, maybe. Some evidence that the last six months had left a mark on him. It hasn't. He's silver-haired in a dark suit, carrying himself across the restaurant with the easy confidence of a man who has never had a single reason to doubt that rooms will arrange themselves to accommodate him.

He sees me. Smiles.

The smile is the same one. I'd forgotten how good it was — how warm it looked, how it arrived in the eyes as well as the mouth in a way that felt specific to you, like you were the thing that caused it. I know the smile is a tool. I know that completely and it is still, objectively, an excellent smile.

I perform being glad to see it.

He crosses to the table and kisses my cheek — his cologne the same, his hand briefly at my shoulder — and sits across from me with the settled ease of a man who is certain of his welcome.

"Beth," he says, and my name in his mouth sounds nothing like it does in Chase's. "You look wonderful."

"Richard," I say warmly. "Thank you for being flexible about the restaurant."

"Of course." He picks up the menu without looking at it — a gesture, not a necessity; he'll order without consulting it. "I just wanted to see you. The where didn't matter."

I let that land softly, like it means something. "It's good to see you too," I say, and the performance begins.

He orders wine — a Barolo, a good year, the kind of choice that's also a statement about who he is — and asks about my design work with what sounds like genuine interest. I tell him about the Cambridge Victorian, the clients, the scope of the restoration, and I watch him listen with his head slightly tilted and his full attention on my face, and I remember what this felt like from the inside when I thought it was real. How fed I felt. How visible.

The phone is on the table. Face down, his hand resting near it, not quite covering it but close. He checks it twice in the first thirty minutes — brief glances, face expressionless, putting it back down each time without any change in his manner. He's not fully relaxed. I can see it in the small tension around his eyes, the way his hand never moves far from the device.

Don't push for it tonight. Chase's voice in my ear, low and professional, almost startling after twenty minutes of silence. Read the room.

I already know. I don't need the instruction. But hearing his voice — controlled and present, two blocks away in a van listening to every word Richard says to me — does something to my chest that I'm not going to examine at this particular table.

Richard is talking about the divorce. He does it carefully, testing the weight of each word before he lets it land. We were both at fault. I wasn't giving you what you needed. I've had a lot of time to think about where things went wrong between us.

I let him have the narrative. I nod in the right places. I let a small rueful smile cross my face that says yes, it was complicated, yes, I've been thinking about it too. I touch his hand once, briefly, my fingers over his on the white tablecloth, and watch his eyes change — a warmth that's also a calculation, the look of a man who is receiving confirmation of something he expected and is updating his plans accordingly.

The phone stays face down. His other hand stays near it.

I talk to him about loneliness — real loneliness, the kind I actually felt in the first weeks after the divorce, when freedom felt like an empty apartment and jazz playing into silence. I give him the true thing because the true thing is more convincing than anything I could manufacture, and I watch him receive it with the magnanimous attention of a man who has already decided the outcome and is enjoying the process of arriving there.

I've been lonely too, he says. And then, with the precise timing of someone who knows exactly when to deploy sincerity: More than I expected. More than I'd admit to most people.

The waiter arrives with our main courses. Richard leans back, picks up his wine, and the moment shifts slightly — less intimate, more social, the rhythm of the evening moving into its middle register. I eat and I listen and I perform and I watch the phone on the table and I wait.

By dessert he's had two glasses of wine and his posture has changed — the shoulders lower, the eye contact longer, the smile arriving more easily. He's comfortable now. More comfortable than he was at the beginning. But the phone has been picked up and set down four more times, and each time it goes back face down the positioning is slightly more deliberate, like he's aware of it in a way he's managing rather than a way he's forgotten.

I'm not getting near that phone tonight.

He reaches across the table and covers my hand with his, and I let him. Something in me goes very still.

"I've missed you, Beth," he says. "More than I expected to, honestly." He turns my hand over, his thumb moving across my palm. "I think I took for granted what we had."

"I've been thinking about you too," I say, soft and a little uncertain, like I'm not sure I should be admitting it. Like it cost me something to say.

He looks at me like I just confirmed something he already knew. "Have dinner with me again tomorrow," he says. It's barely a question. "Or—" he pauses, letting it be deliberate "—I could cook for you. At the penthouse. More private. More like—"

"Like old times," I say, quietly, completing it for him.

I let three seconds pass. Long enough to seem like consideration, short enough not to lose the moment. Richard watches me across the candlelight with his thumb still moving across my palm and his wine half-finished and his phone face down on the white tablecloth six inches from his elbow.

"I'd like that," I say. "Tomorrow."

Something moves through his expression that's satisfaction wearing warmth's clothing. "Tomorrow," he agrees.

He walks me out. The October air is cold after the restaurant's warmth, and he puts his hand at the small of my back as we go through the door — proprietary, familiar, the gesture of a man who has already decided that what he had is being returned to him. On the sidewalk he turns me toward him with both hands at my jaw, and before I can manage anything about it his mouth is on mine.

Brief. Warm.

I let it happen and I keep my hands at my sides and I think about nothing.

"Tomorrow," he says again, against my mouth, and then he lets me go and puts me in a cab and I watch him walk back into the restaurant from the taxi window and the performance holds, holds, holds until the car turns the corner.

Then I reach up and peel the wire off my skin and hold it in my hand for a moment.

Sofia's voice, professional and warm: Good work, Beth. Really good. Come to the debrief when you're ready. A silence, and then Chase, very quiet: You okay?

I look out the taxi window at the city going past, at the ordinary Friday night of it, couples and restaurants and lit windows and all the people who are not sitting in a cab with a wire in their hand having just let their ex-husband kiss them on a sidewalk while an FBI agent listened.

Fine, I say. I'm going back tomorrow. He wants the penthouse.

Chase doesn't say anything for a long time.

I know, he says finally.

The phone never came out properly, I say, keeping my voice steady. He's not relaxed enough in public. The penthouse is the only way to get close enough.

I know, Chase says again. Same quiet. Same weight.

I'll be at the debrief in twenty minutes, I say.

Sofia confirms. Chase says nothing else.

I put the wire in my bag. Tell the driver to change direction.

The debrief is in a conference room at the field office that smells like old coffee and too many late nights. Sofia is already there with the audio recording pulled up on her laptop and two coffees on the table.

Chase is by the window with his jacket still on.

He turns when I come in. His eyes move over me — the dress, the earrings, the lipstick that Richard kissed off and that I reapplied in the cab because arriving at a federal debrief with kissed-off lipstick felt like too much to walk in with. His jaw does the thing. He looks away.

"Sit down," Sofia says gently. "Walk us through it."

I sit. I walk them through it — the timeline, the phone positioning, Richard's body language, the moment at dessert where I understood that tomorrow was necessary. I'm precise and detailed and I keep the rest of it — his hand on mine, his mouth on the sidewalk — out of it because that's not what the debrief needs.

Chase stands by the window for all of it. He asks one question about the phone positioning — specific, technical — and that's it.

When I finish Sofia nods, makes a note. "The penthouse changes the protocol," she says. "We can't get a van close enough for reliable audio. We'll need a different wire configuration — something with longer range."

"I'll run the new configuration tomorrow afternoon," Chase says, from the window.

"I'll do it," Sofia says. "You're on surveillance."

"Sofia—"

"You're on surveillance," she says again, level and final. Chase doesn't argue.

We go through the technical requirements for the penthouse approach, the backup protocols, the communication plan for when I'm inside without reliable wire signal. Sofia is thorough. I ask the questions I need answered. Chase sticks to logistics.

By eleven-thirty we're done. Sofia packs up. I reach for my jacket.

"Beth." Chase's voice, from the window. Sofia looks between us and takes her laptop and goes, which is a grace I don't have time to be properly grateful for.

He crosses to the table. Doesn't sit — stands on the other side of it, the case files between us. Looks at me.

He kissed you," he says. Flat. Just putting it on the table.

"Yes."

"On the sidewalk."

"Yes."

His jaw tightens once and releases. "Are you actually okay."

"I'm functional," I say. "I knew what tonight was. I know what tomorrow is. I went in clear and I'm coming out clear." I hold his gaze. "I'm not going to fall apart over Richard kissing me on a sidewalk. I'm going to fall apart when this is over and I have the time and space to do it properly, and right now I don't have either."

He looks at me for a long time. "When it's over," he says, "you don't have to do it alone."

I look at him across the conference table with the case files between us and the late-night field office quiet around us and the dress I wore for his father's benefit still on my body, and I feel the full complicated weight of what he just said and what I'm not ready to say back to it.

"Goodnight, Chase," I say.

"Goodnight," he says.

I pick up my jacket and I go.

In the elevator on the way down I lean against the wall and close my eyes and breathe, and what I'm breathing through isn't Richard or the penthouse or tomorrow.

You don't have to do it alone.

Tomorrow, I think. Get through tomorrow.

The elevator opens. I walk out into the cold and go home.


Exposed


Iwake up Saturday morning with the penthouse already in my head before I'm fully conscious. The layout, the rooms, every corner of a place I lived in for two and a half years and was never entirely comfortable. The phone's usual positions. The nightstand on Richard's side. The kitchen counter where he drops it when he comes in. The coffee table in the living room when he's settled for the evening and thinks he's safe.

I lie there for a few minutes and run the sequence in my head. My fingers move through it against my thigh under the duvet — the same way I've been practicing all week until I could do it without thinking.

I get up. Make coffee. Sit at my kitchen table with my legal pad and go through the penthouse from memory — the layout, Richard's evening routine. Drinks at seven, dinner at eight, the move to the living room after. The phone checked at regular intervals throughout, then the nightstand where it stayed until he checked it one final time before sleep. Predictable. He always was.

His predictability is the only thing I'm grateful to him for tonight.

Sofia arrives at two with the new wire configuration in a small case. She sets up at my kitchen table and I sit across from her and we work.

"Different placement tonight," she says, holding up a small clip — decorative, the kind of thing you'd wear in your hair, a dark tortoiseshell that will disappear against mine. "The transmitter is embedded here. Longer range than the previous configuration, better penetration through dense construction." She turns it over. "It goes at the base of your hairline. Invisible unless someone is specifically looking for it, and Richard has no reason to look."

"Signal quality?"

"Strong in open spaces. Once you're deeper into the building it'll cut in and out. We may lose you entirely in the bedroom."

"May," I say.

"We're estimating based on the building construction," she says, meeting my eyes. "Concrete interior walls. We don't know exactly where it cuts."

I nod.

"Chase is on the receiver tonight," Sofia says, and there's a careful way she says it. "I need to be in the building across the street for visual confirmation of your entry and exit. He'll have the audio."

I look at my coffee cup. "Okay," I say.

"Beth."

"I said okay, Sofia." I look up. "He knows what the operation requires. So do I. Let's keep going."

She holds my gaze for a moment and then nods and we keep going.

She fits the clip at the base of my hairline, checking the placement twice, running the signal test while I talk through the dinner plan at normal conversational volume. Clean transmission. Strong signal. She checks it one more time, then puts her equipment away and sits back.

"You know you can—"

"Pull out at any point," I finish. "I know."

"I mean it more tonight than I meant it last night," she says. "Last night was a restaurant. Tonight is his apartment, his space, his terms. If anything feels wrong—"

"I'll text the extraction word."

"The second it feels wrong. Not after you've talked yourself out of it."

"Sofia." I hold her gaze. "I know what I'm doing. I know what tonight is. I've been inside that apartment a thousand times and I know every inch of it and I know every version of Richard Ashworth and none of them are going to surprise me." I pause. "The only thing that would make me pull out is if I couldn't get near the phone. And if that happens tonight I'll find another way. But I don't think it's going to happen."

She studies me for a long moment. Then she stands and picks up her case. "Text me when you're out," she says. "Regardless of what time."

"I will."

At the door she pauses. "For what it's worth," she says, "what you're doing tonight — it takes more than most people have. I want you to know I see that."

I don't trust my voice for a full sentence so I just nod, and she goes.

I stand in front of my mirror at six o'clock and put on the woman Richard is expecting.

Not the green dress from last night — something different, something that reads as the next step rather than a repeat. A black wrap dress that I bought early in the marriage, soft fabric that moves well, the neckline lower than last night, the whole effect softer and more available than the precise elegance of yesterday. I do my hair up, loose, the clip with the transmitter placed exactly where Sofia positioned it, invisible against the dark of it.

I look at myself for a long moment.

The woman in the mirror looks like someone going to dinner with a man she used to love. Warm. A little vulnerable. She looks nothing like a woman with a burner phone in her bag and a wire at the base of her skull who is about to walk back into the life she escaped to destroy the man at the center of it.

I think about Chase last night in the conference room. You don't have to do it alone.

I pick up my bag and go.

The building is exactly as I remember.

That's the first thing — how exactly the same it all is. The awning, the doorman, the lobby light still too warm, too curated. The doorman sees me and his face shifts for a second before he reaches for the phone.

"Ms. Collins," he says, and my name in this building sounds like something I'd almost forgotten I was.

The elevator to the top floor. The hallway with its dark carpet and its single piece of expensive art that Richard bought because his designer told him to and never looked at again. The door at the end.

I knock.

Richard opens it in dark trousers and a cashmere sweater, barefoot. The apartment behind him is low-lit and warm and smells like something cooking, and for a second it's just familiar. Horribly familiar.

"Beth." He looks at me the way he did last night — warm, attentive, everything in the right place. He steps back to let me in. "You look beautiful."

"Thank you for cooking," I say, stepping across the threshold, and the door closes behind me.

He's made pasta. Actually made it, or made enough of it that the kitchen shows evidence of effort — flour on the counter, a pan soaking in the sink, fresh herbs on the cutting board. Richard cooking was always a performance of domesticity, something he did occasionally and with great deliberate visibility, but the pasta smells genuinely good and the table is set with the good dishes and there's a candle lit, and I let myself look appreciative because it costs nothing and gives him exactly what he needs to keep relaxing.

The phone is on the kitchen counter when I come in. He picks it up when we move to the table — automatic, unconscious, the gesture of a man for whom the device is an extension of his hand — and sets it beside his wine glass. I note the position. Note the distance. Three feet from me across the table, face down, his hand nowhere near it once the wine is poured.

More relaxed than the restaurant. I can see it in the set of his shoulders, in the way he leans back in his chair with the easy ownership of a man in his own space. This is where Richard Ashworth is most himself, most comfortable, most certain of the ground beneath him. I need him exactly here — loose and certain and not watching for anything.

"Tell me more about the Cambridge project," he says, serving pasta with the attentiveness of the Richard I met four years ago at a gallery opening, the one who asked questions and listened to the answers and made me feel like the most interesting person in the room.

I tell him about the Cambridge project. I give him the version that's animated and warm, that shows enthusiasm for the work I actually feel enthusiastic about, because the true things are always more convincing than the manufactured ones and I need everything tonight to be as convincing as possible.

He listens. He asks follow-up questions. He refills my wine glass with the attentiveness of a man auditioning for a role he's already been cast in. And underneath all of it — the candlelight, the pasta, the careful warmth of a man who wants something and knows how to make the wanting look like giving — I watch the phone.

He checks it twice during dinner. The first time his face shows nothing. The second time there's that flicker again — something behind his eyes he doesn't quite catch in time. He puts the phone back down and picks up his wine and says something about a shipping contract in Rotterdam. I make the right noises and remember the flicker.

He's afraid of something on that phone. Something that makes his shoulders tighten every time the screen lights up.

Good, I think. Let it stay there. Let it stay in those messages until I have forty seconds alone with the device.

After dinner we move to the living room. He carries his wine and I carry mine and we sit on the couch that I chose, that I picked out of a catalogue two and a half years ago while Richard was in Ukraine, that I had delivered and arranged and that was one of the last things in this apartment that felt like mine before I understood that nothing here was mine, not really, not in any way that mattered.

He sits close. His arm along the back of the couch, his body angled toward me. I let it come. I let him turn toward me, let his hand come up to my face, let his mouth find mine in a kiss that is longer and more deliberate than last night on the sidewalk.

I'm somewhere else entirely.

His voice is low when he pulls back. "I've been thinking about last night," he says. "About this." His eyes move over my face. Checking. "I missed this, Beth. More than I let myself admit."

"Me too," I say softly, and I put my hand against his chest and I feel his heartbeat under my palm and I think: soon you're going to be in handcuffs and I'm going to be the reason.

It helps.

He kisses me again. Deeper. His hand slides into my hair — careful of the clip, unknowingly careful, and the wire transmits cleanly into Chase's earpiece two blocks away while Richard's fingers move through my hair and his mouth is on mine and I am not here, I am running through the phone sequence in my head, I am thinking about the position of the device on the coffee table four feet away, I am thinking about anything except what is actually happening.

He pulls back and looks at me. "Come here," he says, and stands, and holds out his hand.

I take it.

He moves the phone to the bedroom before we go. Of course he does. I knew he would — I've known his habits for two and a half years, knew this was how the evening would move, knew the phone would come with us because it always does, because Richard Ashworth does not leave his phone unattended in any room he isn't in.

I'll need another way.

The bedroom is exactly the same. That's the second disorienting thing of the evening — that nothing has changed, that the furniture is in the same positions and the same art is on the walls and the nightstand on his side still has the same lamp that I picked out from the same catalogue as the couch. Two and a half years of my life arranged itself around this room and I left and it continued existing in exactly the same configuration, indifferent to my absence.

The phone goes on the nightstand. His side. He plugs it in — same charger, same position, always — and turns back to me.

He reaches for me and I let him and I am somewhere else before his hands have finished finding me.

I undress because it's easier than letting him do it. He watches with the satisfaction of a man looking at something he considers his — not desire exactly, more like inventory. I know this look. I spent eleven years on the receiving end of it and I know exactly what it does and doesn't contain.

His body is soft in ways I'd forgotten. The chest I used to press my face against, broader now, heavier, the skin looser at his stomach and throat. He's not an unattractive man—he never was—but standing here I find myself doing the thing I've been trying not to do, which is compare. Chase at twenty-five is lean muscle and a flat stomach and the kind of physicality that comes from actually using a body for something. Richard at fifty is a man who has been comfortable for a long time and sees no reason to be otherwise. It's not a judgment. It's just what's true.

He doesn't undress with any particular awareness of me watching. Why would he.

"Come here," he says, settling back against the headboard, his meaning unmistakable.

I move to kneel between his legs because this is what's being asked and because I need him occupied and satisfied and asleep, and the fastest route to all three is to give him exactly what he wants without complication or negotiation.

He's already half hard. I take him in my mouth and he makes a sound of satisfaction that has nothing personal in it—the sound of a man whose coffee has arrived at the right temperature—and puts his hand in my hair. Not the way Chase puts his hand in my hair. Nothing like that. Just weight and direction and the assumption of compliance, fingers that don't grip so much as rest, because it doesn't occur to him that I might need anything from this beyond the opportunity to provide it.

I work him until he's hard and then he pulls me up by the shoulder—not roughly, just done with that part—and pushes me onto my back with the matter-of-fact efficiency of a man following a familiar sequence. He settles between my thighs and I open for him because that's what comes next and we both know it.

He pushes inside me and I am somewhere else immediately.

I am in my apartment with jazz on and my bookends on the shelf. I am running through the phone sequence. I am thinking about Antonio's sister in Revere. I am thinking about the women in the container. I am thinking about every single thing that keeps me oriented to why I'm in this room and what it's for.

He moves with the steady mechanical rhythm of a man who has done this enough times that it requires no particular thought. No variation. No adjustment. He doesn't look at my face except to confirm that the appropriate responses are being produced and I produce them—small sounds, nothing specific, enough to satisfy—because the alternative is a conversation I don't have the energy for and because somewhere outside this building Chase is listening and I need this over.

Richard's breathing gets heavier above me. He braces on his forearms and picks up his pace and I stare at the ceiling of his penthouse—white, expensive, utterly without personality—and make the sounds that move this along. He doesn't notice the difference between those sounds and anything real. He never did. That's the thing I couldn't have articulated when I was inside the marriage, the thing that only becomes visible from the outside—that he was never actually listening. Not once. Not to any of it.

He finishes with a low grunt and a long exhale and goes still above me for a moment, and I lie there beneath the weight of him and breathe and wait for him to move.

He does. Rolls off with the satisfied heaviness of a man whose needs have been met and reaches for the water glass on his nightstand with the automatic gesture of someone already thinking about something else.

He doesn't offer me anything. He never did.

"Come up here," he says, and I do, and he puts his arm around me with the possessive ease of a man who has decided the evening was a success. His skin is warm and unfamiliar. I never noticed that when I lived here. I lie still. I regulate my breathing. I think about the phone on the nightstand — his side, of course, always his side — and I wait.

I make one more small sound—soft, sleepy, meaningless—so that whoever is listening knows I'm still here and still in control.

Within ten minutes his breathing begins to slow.

I stare at the ceiling.

I wait. I know his breathing — the shift from awake to actually under. Richard always fell asleep fast. I used to envy that about him. I give it a few extra minutes to be safe.

I count to twenty.

Then I move.

I have learned, over two and a half years of not wanting to wake him, how to get out of this bed in the dark without disturbing the mattress more than necessary. It comes back to me the way muscle memory comes back — not thought, just body, the slight shift of weight and the careful extraction and the bare feet finding the floor without a sound.

The phone is on the nightstand. His side, four feet away, plugged into the charger, screen dark.

I cross to it in the dark.

I pick up the phone and angle the screen away from Richard's face before I wake it. The lock screen is off — he never bothered at home. I pull the device from my bag and plug it in. The steps run through my fingers the way they've run through them every morning and night since Chase trained me — connect, authenticate, wait. The screen flickers once. The transfer starts.

I stand in the dark next to my sleeping ex-husband and watch a progress bar send everything he is to a federal server two miles away.

Forty seconds. The phone goes back on the nightstand in exactly the position it was in, cord arranged the same way, screen dark.

I stand in the dark bedroom and breathe.

Then I gather my clothes and dress in the dark and pick up my bag and walk out of the bedroom without looking back.

The apartment is quiet. Low light from the city coming through the floor-to-ceiling windows, the skyline Richard paid for spread out below like something he owns. I cross through the living room and I don't look at the couch I chose or the art I hung or any of the accumulated evidence of the life I lived here, and I press the elevator button and I wait, and when the doors open I step inside and I watch the floor numbers count down and I breathe.

Lobby. The night doorman, different from the evening one, who nods without recognition. The door. The cold air.

I stand on the sidewalk outside the building that used to be my home and the cold hits me and I breathe it in and I wait for something to arrive. It doesn't. It's just cold and quiet and I'm very tired.

I take out the burner phone. Text the code word to Sofia.

Then I take out my phone. Open Chase's name. Type two words.

I have it.

He doesn't text back. He calls. His name on my screen before I've even put the phone down, and his voice is in my ear, low and immediate and stripped of everything except what he's actually feeling.

"Where are you?"

"Outside," I say. "On the sidewalk."

"Are you okay." Not a question. He just needs to hear me say it.

I look up at the penthouse windows. Dark. Richard asleep with his phone on his nightstand and forty seconds of my hands all over it that are going to help put him in a federal prison.

"I will be," I say.

A pause. I hear him breathing. I hear something else in the breathing — something tightly held, something that has been held for hours, since long before I called.

"I heard," he says quietly. "The wire — I heard. Before it cut out."

The cold air moves around me. "I know," I say, because I knew he would, because that was always going to be part of this.

"Beth—"

"Chase." I close my eyes for a second. Open them. "I'm standing on the sidewalk and I'm okay and I have what we need. That's what matters right now."

A long pause. Then: "I'm already in the car," he says. "Don't go anywhere."

"You don't have to—"

"I'm already in the car," he says again, and his voice has the quality of something that has moved past the point of being argued with. "Stay there. I'll be ten minutes."

I look at the building one last time. The awning. The doorman behind the glass. The elevator that goes to the top floor where Richard Ashworth is sleeping with no idea that the woman he spent the evening using just stole evidence that will end his life as he knows it.

I turn away from it.

I don't look back.

"Okay," I tell Chase. "I'll be here."

I put my phone in my pocket and stand in the cold and wait for him.


The Break


I'm already in the car when she texts. Already driving before I've fully registered that I'm doing it. Two hours in that van listening to her say Richard's name in the voice she built for him, the careful warm voice that sounds nothing like her, and by the end I wasn't monitoring anything. I was just waiting for it to be over.

The streets between my position and Richard's building are mostly empty at this hour. Saturday night winding down, the bars still full but the foot traffic thinning, and I make it from Cambridge to Back Bay in eight minutes flat, which is probably illegal and definitely inadvisable and I don't give a single fuck about either of those things.

I've been sitting with what I heard for two hours. The specific sounds. The rhythm of it. The moment when Beth's breathing changed and I knew—I knew exactly what was happening even before the wire cut out completely, even before the concrete and steel of Richard's penthouse bedroom swallowed the transmission and left me in silence.

Sofia checked on me three times via text. Signal status. Extraction protocols. The kind of questions that are really just one question. I sent back updates and didn't answer the one she was actually asking because the answer was no and I couldn't sit with that while Beth was still inside that building doing what I'd trained her to do.

I pull up outside Richard's building and she's exactly where she said she'd be — standing on the sidewalk in her black coat, arms wrapped around herself against the October cold, face tilted up slightly like she's been watching the penthouse windows. I look at her and the professional distance I've been holding onto for the last two hours just goes. She was in that building. In that bedroom. With my father. And I sat in a van and listened to every minute of it.

I get out. Open her door. Keep my hands to myself even though every instinct I have is screaming to touch her, to confirm that she's actually here and intact.

"Get in," I say, and my voice comes out level, which is a minor miracle.

She looks at me for a moment—searching my face for something—and then slides into the passenger seat without a word. I close her door, go around to the driver's side, get in, and pull away from the curb before I let myself look at her again.

She's staring straight ahead, hands folded in her lap, posture perfect. The wire clip is still in her hair and she hasn't taken off the coat and I can smell Richard's cologne on her and I grip the steering wheel hard enough that my knuckles go white.

"Did he suspect anything?" I ask.

"No."

"The device is secure?"

"Yes." She reaches into her bag and produces it—small, innocuous, everything we need contained in something the size of a deck of cards. "Transfer was clean. Forty seconds, exactly like we practiced."

"Good." I take it from her, careful not to let our fingers touch, and put it in the center console. "That's good work, Beth."

She's quiet for a moment. Then: "You're being weird."

"I'm fine."

"You're gripping the steering wheel like you're trying to strangle it."

I force my hands to relax. It doesn't work. "Long night."

"Chase." Her voice is softer now, and I hate that softness, hate that she's reading me when I'm trying very hard not to be read. "You heard something. On the wire. Before it cut out."

I don't answer. The silence is answer enough.

She's quiet the rest of the drive. I take us to Cambridge, to my building, because her apartment feels too exposed right now and I need—I need to control something about tonight, need my space and my walls and somewhere I can fall apart if that's what ends up happening.

I park in my building's garage and we take the elevator up in silence. My apartment is dark when we get there and I turn on lights and take her coat and hang it by the door and every movement is too careful. I know it. She knows it.

"Sit down," I say, gesturing to the couch. "Let me secure the device and send confirmation to Sofia."

Beth sits. I take the device to my desk, connect it to my encrypted laptop, and watch the progress bar as everything on Richard's phone uploads to our secure server. Two minutes. The longest two minutes of my life. When it's done I text Sofia: Package secure. Data clean. Confirm receipt.

Her response comes back immediately: Confirmed. Good work. How's Beth?

I look across the room at Beth sitting on my couch in the black dress she wore for my father, hair still up with the wire clip, hands folded in her lap, and I don't know how to answer that question so I just text back: Debriefing now.

I make coffee because it gives me something to do with my hands. Beth doesn't drink hers. I don't drink mine. We sit across from each other — her on the couch, me in the chair — and we should be going through the debrief, documenting the timeline, writing the report. Any of it.

Instead we sit in loaded silence while the coffee goes cold.

"Just say it," Beth says finally. "Whatever you're holding."

"We should go through the extraction protocol—"

"Chase." She leans forward, elbows on her knees, and looks at me with those dark eyes that see too much. "Say it."

I look at her for a long moment. Then I stand up because I can't sit anymore, can't keep my body still while my mind is doing this. I go to the window, look out at the river, try to find the professional sentence.

"The wire cut out in the bedroom," I say to the glass. "Not immediately. I heard—" I can't finish it.

The silence behind me is sharp.

"You asked me to do this," Beth says, and her voice has changed, gone defensive.

"I know." I turn around. "I know what I asked. I know what the operation required. That doesn't make listening to it—" I stop. Try again. "Two hours in that van, Beth. Knowing exactly what you were doing and why and that I'm the one who sent you in there and I still—"

"Still what?" She's standing now too. "What did you think was going to happen? That I'd have dinner and access his phone while he was in the bathroom? You knew. You knew what going to the penthouse meant."

"Knowing it and hearing it are not the same thing."

"No." She crosses her arms. "They're not. But you don't get to be angry at me for doing exactly what you trained me to do. You built this operation. You put me in that room. You don't get to—"

"I know!" The volume surprises both of us. I force it back down. "I fucking know. And I still can't get the sounds you made for him out of my head. I can hear you were performing and still — your voice saying his name and I want to—"

I stop. Turn away from her. Breathe.

"Want to what?" Beth asks quietly.

"I don't know." I'm staring at the wall, hands clenched at my sides. "Go back there. Pull you out. Erase the last three hours. Something."

"You can't."

"I know I can't."

The silence stretches. I can feel her looking at me, can feel the weight of everything unsaid pressing down on the room.

"I heard you make sounds for him," I say to the wall. My voice comes out raw. "The sounds you make for me. And I know they weren't real, I know it was an act, but I heard them and I—"

I don't finish. My fist goes through the drywall — sharp crack of plaster, white dust, blood coming up across my knuckles. I stand there looking at the hole.

Beth is silent behind me. For a long time.

"They weren't the same sounds," she says finally. Her voice is quiet but certain.

I turn to look at her.

"The sounds I make for you aren't the same." She holds my gaze. "They never have been. If you actually listened, you'd know the difference."

I don't have a single thing left to hide behind.

I cross to her in three strides and kiss her hard, backing her into the wall beside the door, my bleeding hand leaving a smear of red on the white paint as I brace above her. She makes a sound into my mouth—sharp, surprised—and then she's kissing me back just as hard, her hands fisting in my shirt.

I pull back just enough to look at her.

"I need you right now." I say.

I don't touch her on the way down the hall. I let her walk ahead of me and I watch her and I try to get my head straight because what I'm feeling right now is not something I trust myself with — the rage at my father, at myself, at every decision that put her in that room tonight — and I need to put it somewhere it won't hurt her.

She stops at the foot of the bed and turns to face me.

I reach past her to the nightstand drawer. Take out the ties we've used before — soft, strong — and hold them up so she can see them.

"Yes," she says, before I've asked.

"Wrists and ankles," I say.

She's already out of the dress by the time I get to her. I turn her around and unhook her bra and pull her underwear down and she steps out of them and I push her back onto the bed.

"Hands up."

She raises them without hesitating. I tie her wrists to the headboard, tight, and she sucks in a breath but doesn't tell me to stop. I spread her legs and tie each ankle to the footboard until she's stretched open with nowhere to go.

I stand there and look at her. Every inch of her. Tied to my bed with my father's cologne still on her skin.

I take my clothes off without rushing. Let her watch.

I find the candle on the dresser. Light it. Set it on the nightstand and let it burn while I look at her.

"You're going to lie there," I say, "and you're going to take whatever I give you. You don't cum until I say. You understand?"

"Yes."

I start with my hands. Not gentle. I take her nipples between my fingers and pinch until she gasps, until her back arches off the bed and the ties go taut against her wrists.

" You're mine," I say. I pinch harder and she cries out. "Say it."

" I'm Yours."

"Louder."

"I'm yours!"

I pick up the candle.

I tip it slowly — watch the first drop of wax fall onto her breast and she hisses, her back arching off the mattress. I do it again. A trail across her chest, her stomach, back up to her other breast. She's pulling against the ties now, every drop dragging a sound out of her she can't control.

I drip wax directly onto her nipples and she screams.

"Good girl," I say. "Take it."

I keep going. Her ribs, the soft skin of her stomach, the inside of her thighs — close enough to her cunt that she's shaking, not close enough to give her what she wants. I set the candle down and peel the wax off slowly, piece by piece, and she shudders with each strip.

Then I put my hand between her thighs. She's soaking. The sound she makes when I touch her is nothing like anything I heard tonight on that wire.

"That's it," I say. "That's what I wanted to hear."

I slide two fingers inside her and she gasps. She's swollen and hot and so wet I can hear it when I start to move. I fuck her slowly with my fingers, curling them forward, dragging them across the spot that makes her hips buck off the bed. I pull out and drag the wetness up over her clit, flicking it lightly until her thighs are shaking, then slide back in and start again.

When I feel her getting close I stop. Remove my hand entirely. Wait.

She makes a wrecked sound. "Chase—"

"Sir." I remind her, as I hold my hand up so she can see her own wetness on my fingers. "Look how desperate your cunt is for me. And you let him touch you tonight?"

I wait until her breathing settles. Then I push inside her with my cock — slow, every inch — and feel her clench around me.

"This pussy is mine," I say against her throat. "Every sound you make. Every time you cum. Mine." I move with long deliberate strokes until her thighs are shaking against the restraints. Then I stop. Pull out. Wait.

"Please." The word tears out of her. "Please, Sir, I let me cum."

"No. You'll get it when I decide."

My fingers again, faster, harder. Two inside her, pressing forward, my palm grinding against her clit. I bring her to the edge in half the time because she's wound so tight she's trembling continuously. I stop with my fingers buried in her and feel her walls pulsing desperately around them and don't move.

"Tell me you're mine," I say.

"I'm yours." No hesitation. "I'm yours, I've always been yours, Sir, please—"

"Tell me whose cunt this is. Tell me who makes you this wet."

"You." Her hips are straining toward me. "Only you. It's yours, I'm yours, everything—"

I pull my fingers out and her whole body jerks against the restraints.

"Three more," I tell her.

"Sir—"

"Three more and then I'll give you everything. Can you take that for me?"

A long shaking breath. "Yes."

Fourth time I use my cock again—deeper this time, harder, my hands bracing on either side of her head—and I fuck her with a focus that's almost angry, watching every expression that crosses her face, and when she's right there I go still inside her and drop my forehead to hers and just breathe.

She's shaking. Both of us are.

"You're my perfect little slut," I say against her mouth. "You know that. Tied up and begging for my cock. This is where you belong."

"Yes," she breathes. "I know. Fuck — I know. Don't stop, don't—"

"One more."

She makes a sound that breaks in the middle.

Fifth time I use my mouth on her breasts — sucking hard on her nipples, biting down until she cries out — while my fingers work her cunt. I build her up slowly, so slowly, until she's pulling against the ties and the words have stopped making sense. I bring her right to the edge and hold her there — thirty seconds, a minute — until she's completely undone.

"Sir." Her voice is wrecked. "Sir, I can't—I need—please, I'll do anything, I'm yours, I'm your whore, I'm whatever you want, just please—"

I pull back and look at her. Flushed and trembling, wrists straining against the ties, eyes glassy and desperate and locked on mine.

I need her closer than the restraints allow.

I free her wrists first, then her ankles. Pull her up against me and kiss her hard and she wraps her arms around my neck and holds on like I'm the only thing keeping her upright. I lay her back and push inside her and this time there's nothing controlled about it — I fuck her like I've been wanting to all night, my face against her throat, her legs locked around me, her nails dragging down my back hard enough to draw blood.

"Say my name," I tell her.
"Chase—"

"Again."

"Oh, fuck, Chase—"

"Cum for me," I say against her skin. "Right now. Let go."

She cums with my name in her mouth and her nails in my back and I feel it roll through her entire body and I follow her over almost immediately — pull out at the last second, my hand working fast — and I cum across her stomach and her chest and her throat in long pulses, and when she tips her chin up toward me I groan and let the last of it catch her jaw, her lips.

I go still. Look at her.

She's a mess. My mess. And she's looking up at me like I'm the only person in the room who matters.

"Hey," she says softly.

"Hey." My voice is wrecked. I brush my thumb across her jaw. "You okay?"

"Yes." She catches my hand and holds it against her face. "Are you okay?"

I don't answer right away. I get up and come back with a warm washcloth and clean her up slowly — her face, her throat, her chest and stomach — and she lets me, watching my face the whole time. When I'm done I lie down beside her and pull her against my chest and stare at the ceiling.

"I shouldn't have sent you in," I say.

"Chase—"

"I knew what he was. I knew what it would cost you and I sent you in anyway because it was the cleanest play." I feel her hand press flat against my chest. "That's on me."

"I made the choice," she says. "I knew what I was agreeing to."

"Doesn't matter."

She's quiet for a moment. Then: "It does though. It matters that I chose it." She tilts her head back to look at me. "Don't take that from me."

I look at her for a long moment. Then I press my mouth to her forehead and hold it there.

"The hand," she says eventually.

"It's fine."

"Chase."

I let her get up. Let her come back with the first aid kit and sit cross-legged on the bed and take my split knuckles in her careful hands. She cleans the wounds without comment and I watch her face while she works — the small focused line between her brows — and I think about how I had her wired and sent her into my father's penthouse and she came back and let me tie her to my bed and is now putting me back together.

"There," she says. Sets my hand down. Looks up at me.

"Thank you," I say.

She holds my gaze. "Don't send me in again without talking to me first."

"No," I say. "I won't."

She nods once. Lies back down beside me. After a moment I pull her close and she lets me and we lie there in the dark while my heart rate finally, slowly, begins to come down.

"You didn't have to punch the wall," she says quietly.

"I know."

"But I understand why you did." She looks up at me. "For what it's worth."

"It's worth a lot," I say.

She finishes with my hand and we sit there for a moment in the quiet, both of us naked and exhausted and not ready to talk about any of it yet.

"I can't do that again," I say finally. "Send you back to him."

"You won't have to." Beth's voice is certain. "We have what we need."

Coming back to the work is easier. Something concrete. We get dressed — me in sweatpants and a t-shirt, Beth borrowing both because her dress is still in a heap by the front door — and move to my laptop at the desk.

The decryption is already running when we pull up the data. I navigate to the secure folder and open the files from Richard's phone, and Beth reads over my shoulder as the messages populate the screen.

There. All of it. Everything we needed.

Messages with Viktor Kozlov going back eighteen months. Explicit coordination about shipments, routes, payments. The language is coded but not coded enough—anyone reading these would know exactly what they're looking at. Cargo confirmed. Route bypass arranged. Payment transferred to usual accounts.

"Jesus," Beth breathes, reading the dates. "March. June. September. Every trip."

"Every single one," I confirm, scrolling through. "And look at this—"

I pull up the messages from the past week. The Romanian shipment details are all there. Container number MSCU 8473921. Arrival Thursday, 0600 hours. Routing bypass codes that will clear the container through customs without standard inspection. The payment — one point two million for this shipment alone, routed through an account we've already identified as part of Kozlov's network.

"This is it," Beth says quietly. "This is everything you need."

"Everything," I agree.

I text Sofia: Data decrypted. We have explicit coordination with Kozlov on the Romanian shipment. Container number, routing codes, payment confirmation. Full evidence package for warrant.

Her response comes back within a minute: Already compiling. Warrant approval came through an hour ago. We move Thursday 0600. Full tactical team. This is it, Chase.

I look at the screen. At the container number. At the arrival time that's now thirty-six hours away.

Something nags at me—a detail in the messages that doesn't quite fit the pattern. I scroll back through the thread, looking for it.

There. A message from three days ago, after the shipment had already left Romania but before it reached open water. Alternative routing confirmed. Contingency protocol in place.

Alternative routing. I don't remember seeing that phrase in any of the previous shipment coordination. I pull up the earlier threads to compare.

"What?" Beth asks, noticing me pause.

"Probably nothing." I bookmark the message for follow-up. "Just—there's a reference here to alternative routing that doesn't match the pattern of the previous shipments. Could be standard operational security, could be something else. I'll flag it for Sofia to run down."

I send the screenshot to Sofia with a note: Alternative routing reference in recent messages. Recommend cross-check against shipping manifests.

Her response: On it. Get some rest. Tomorrow's going to be a long day.

I close the laptop and look at Beth. She's staring at the screen even though it's dark now, her expression unreadable.

"Thursday morning," I say. "Thirty-six hours. We intercept the container, arrest everyone at the dock, and the evidence on that phone puts Richard in federal custody before lunch."

"And then it's over," Beth says quietly.

"And then it's over," I agree.

She's quiet for a moment. Then she looks at me. "What happens after? Between us?"

I don't have an answer. I haven't let myself think past tonight.

"I don't know," I say honestly. "I know what I want. I don't know if it's something you can give me after everything I've done."

"What do you want?"

I look at her sitting in my apartment wearing my clothes with her hair down and the wire clip finally removed and her face bare of the performance she wore for my father, and I tell her the truth.

"You. All of it. Not just this—" I gesture at the bed, at the space we've spent the past hour destroying each other in "—but the rest of it too. The morning coffee. The design project updates. The terrible documentaries you make me watch. All of it."

Beth's expression does something complicated. "Chase—"

"You don't have to answer now," I say. "We have thirty-six hours until the raid and however long after that until the dust settles. But I need you to know that's what I want. So when this is over and you're deciding what comes next, you have all the information."

She nods slowly. Stands. Crosses to me and puts her hand against my chest, over my heart. "Okay," she says. "I hear you."

"Okay," I say.

She kisses me — soft this time — and then pulls back and looks at the clock on my wall. Two-thirty in the morning.

"I should sleep," she says. "We both should."

"Stay here," I say. "I'll take you home in the morning."

She nods and we go to bed—actually to sleep this time, too exhausted for anything else. I pull her against my chest and she settles there with her head over my heart, and within minutes her breathing evens out into sleep.

I lie awake longer, staring at the ceiling, thinking about the container arriving and the tactical team and Richard in handcuffs and everything that comes after.

Alternative routing confirmed.

The phrase circles through my head. I should pull up the shipping manifests, cross-reference the container number against the route we've been tracking. But Beth is warm against my chest and I'm so fucking tired and Sofia is already on it.

I close my eyes and let myself believe we've won.


Empty


Iwake up to pale morning light filtering through the bedroom windows and Beth's face pressed against my shoulder, her breath warm and steady against my skin. For a moment—maybe three seconds—everything is simple. She's here. I'm here. The case is solid. Thursday is going to end this.

Then I remember the nagging feeling about alternative routing and the simplicity evaporates.

I ease myself out of bed carefully, trying not to wake her, but her eyes open anyway and find mine immediately. She's always been a light sleeper. I learned that the first night she stayed over.

"Morning," she says, voice rough from sleep.

"Morning." I lean down and kiss her forehead. "Coffee?"

"Please."

I pull on sweatpants and go to the kitchen, and by the time the coffee is brewing she's emerged from the bedroom wearing my shirt from last night and nothing else, her hair a disaster and her face bare. I hand her a coffee and try not to stare.

We drink coffee standing at the kitchen counter. Neither of us mentions last night. We don't need to.

"What time is the briefing?" Beth asks.

"Two o'clock." I check my watch. "Six hours."

She nods, sets down her mug. "I should go home.

"I'll drive you," I say.

"You don't have to—"

"I'm driving you."

The drive to her apartment is quiet. Both of us thinking about Thursday, about what it means if it works. Eighteen months of work. Richard in handcuffs. And whatever comes after that for the two of us, which neither of us has figured out yet.

I pull up outside her building and put the car in park but don't turn off the engine. Beth doesn't immediately move to get out.

"Call me after the briefing?" she asks. "Let me know how it goes?"

"I will."

She leans across the console and kisses me. It's soft and unhurried and tastes like my coffee, and when she pulls back she looks at me for a long moment like she's memorizing something.

"Be safe tomorrow," she says.

"It's just an interception operation. I'll be in the command vehicle the whole time."

"Still."

"I'll be safe," I promise.

She gets out. I watch her climb the steps to her building, watch her unlock the door and disappear inside, and I sit there for another minute just looking at the building where she lives, where everything started.

I drive back to my apartment and the nagging feeling is still there, louder now. Alternative routing confirmed. Contingency protocol in place.

I pull up the shipping manifests on my laptop at my desk, cross-referencing the container number against every documented movement since it left Romania. The route matches what we've been tracking—Constanța to Malta to Gibraltar to Boston. Standard Mediterranean-Atlantic route for cargo heading to East Coast ports. Nothing unusual in the timing or the stops.

I open the full message thread with Kozlov again, reading it chronologically from the beginning. The pattern is consistent across all previous shipments—dates, locations, payment confirmations. But this shipment, the Romanian one, has more messages than usual. More back-and-forth. More coordination.

And there: Alternative routing confirmed. Contingency protocol in place. Sent three days ago, after the container had already departed Romania but before it reached Malta.

What contingency? Contingency for what?

I screenshot the message and text it to Sofia: Still bothers me. Any thoughts?

Her response comes back within two minutes: Ran it against all shipping docs. Route is clean. Container is tracked and on schedule. Think it's just Richard being paranoid about operational security. Get some sleep, Chase.

I should let it go. Sofia ran the routing. She's thorough. If there was something wrong with the container's path, she'd have found it.

I close the laptop.

I try to sleep and can't. I try to read and can't focus. I end up at the gym in my building, running on the treadmill until my legs burn and my lungs are screaming, and it doesn't help. The feeling doesn't go away.

I show up to the tactical briefing at one forty-five, fifteen minutes early, and the conference room is already filling up. Miller is at the head of the table with the operation mapped out on the display board behind him—container number, arrival time, dock position, arrest team assignments. Sofia is to his right with her laptop open, and she glances up when I come in and does a quick assessment of my face that I pretend not to notice.

I take a seat near the back. Watch the room fill. Tactical team lead—a guy named Reeves who I've worked with on two previous operations and who runs things with military precision. Four tactical operators in full kit. Two ICE agents who'll handle the victim recovery. Harbor Patrol liaison. Local PD coordination. Everyone who needs to be here.

At two o'clock exactly, Miller starts the briefing.

"All right, listen up." He clicks a remote and the display behind him shifts to a satellite view of Boston Harbor, zooming in on the container terminal. "Tomorrow morning, zero-six-hundred hours, we intercept a shipping container arriving from Romania. Container number MSCU 8473921, currently aboard the vessel Atlantic Pioneer, on schedule for zero-six-hundred offload."

He clicks again. The display shows the container's full route—Constanța to Malta to Gibraltar to Boston, exactly as I'd verified.

"Intelligence indicates this container is carrying human trafficking victims destined for forced labor and prostitution networks operating in the Northeast. We have communications evidence from our target, Richard Ashworth, explicitly coordinating this shipment with Viktor Kozlov, a known trafficker with Interpol warrants in six countries."

Another click. Richard's photo appears beside Kozlov's. Seeing them side by side like that—my father next to a man responsible for destroying countless lives—I feel the anger settle in.

Sofia takes over, pulling up the message thread on the screen. "These communications were obtained via a confidential source with direct access to Ashworth's personal device. The evidence shows explicit coordination on shipping routes, payment transfers, and victim count. We have eighteen months of pattern evidence and this specific shipment is the most thoroughly documented."

She walks through the key messages, the ones that make it impossible to argue Richard didn't know exactly what he was authorizing. Cargo confirmed. Route bypass arranged. Payment transferred to usual accounts.

"The tactical operation is straightforward," Reeves says, standing to take over the briefing. "Container gets offloaded at zero-six-hundred. We have eyes on the dock from zero-five-thirty. The moment Kozlov's people arrive to claim the container, we move. Arrest teams at three entry points. ICE and medical standing by for victim recovery. Harbor Patrol secures the water approach. Local PD establishes the perimeter. Nobody gets in or out."

He pulls up the tactical map, showing the arrest team positions, the approach vectors, the fallback points. It's clean and professional and exactly by the book.

"Rules of engagement?" one of the tactical operators asks.

"Standard for a rescue operation," Reeves says. "Priority one is victim safety. We expect the traffickers to be armed but our intelligence suggests they won't engage if we move fast. Still, we go in prepared for resistance and we don't take chances."

Miller picks it back up. "ICE has a translator on site and medical has a trauma specialist standing by. We're treating this as a rescue operation first, evidence collection second. These people have been through hell—we do this right."

The briefing continues for another thirty minutes, walking through every contingency, every backup plan, every detail of who does what and when. By the time Miller wraps it, everyone in the room knows their role and the timeline is locked.

"Questions?" Miller asks.

No one has any. It's a clean operation. Straightforward. By the book.

"Good. Zero-five-thirty assembly at the staging area. Check your gear tonight. Get some rest. Tomorrow we end this."

The room starts to clear. Sofia catches my eye and nods toward the hallway, and I follow her out while the tactical team is still gathering their materials.

"You okay?" she asks once we're alone in the corridor.

"Why wouldn't I be?"

"Because tomorrow we arrest your father and you look like you haven't slept in three days."

"I'm fine."

She studies me for a moment. "The alternative routing thing. You still thinking about it?"

"No," I lie. "You're right. It's probably just operational redundancy."

"But?"

"But nothing. I'm just—" I stop. Try to find the honest sentence. "I want this to go right. After everything, after Beth, after—I need this to go right."

Sofia's expression softens slightly. "It will. We have him, Chase. The evidence is solid and the operation is clean. Tomorrow Richard Ashworth goes into federal custody and Beth gets to watch him answer for what he did. That's how this ends."

I nod. Want to believe her.

"Get some rest," Sofia says. "I'll see you at five-thirty."

She heads back into the conference room and I stand in the hallway for a moment, just breathing. Tomorrow. The end of this.

I go home. Check my gear—service weapon clean and loaded, tactical vest, radio, the documentation kit for evidence collection. Everything laid out and ready. I eat something that might be dinner or might be lunch, I've lost track. I try to sleep and can't.

At ten my phone buzzes with a text from Beth: Can't sleep. You?

I call her instead of texting back.

"Hey," she says, picking up on the first ring.

"Hey."

"You okay?"

"Nervous," I admit. "Which is stupid because I've done this before. But this one feels—"

"Different," she finishes.

"Yeah."

We're quiet for a moment. I can hear her breathing, can picture her in her apartment, probably in bed, probably wearing one of those oversized shirts she sleeps in.

"Chase," she says finally. "When this is over — when Richard's in custody — I want to try. Us. Actually try."

I don't say anything for a second.

"You mean that?" I can hear what my voice sounds like and I can't fix it.

"I wouldn't say it if I didn't. I'm still angry at you for how this started. I'm going to be angry about that for a while. But I also—" she pauses, and I can hear her choosing her words carefully "—I also know what I feel. And I want to see what it looks like when we're not in the middle of all this chaos."

I close my eyes. Lean back against my headboard. Try to find words that match the size of what she just said.

"I don't know what I did to deserve that," I say finally. "After everything—"

"You don't have to deserve it," Beth says. "That's not how this works. I'm not offering because you earned it. I'm offering because I want to. Something real happened here, Chase. I want to see what that looks like when we're not pretending."

"Okay," I manage. "Yeah. Okay."

"Is that all you're going to say?" She sounds amused now.

"I'm trying not to fuck this up by saying too much."

She laughs, and the sound of it does something to the knot in my chest. "You can say too much. I'm not going anywhere."

"I'll call you when it's done," I tell her. "As soon as it's done. And then—then we figure out what comes next."

"I'd like that."

"Beth—" I stop. Start again. "Thank you. For giving me a chance I probably don't deserve."

"You're welcome," she says softly. "Now get some sleep. Tomorrow's important."

"It is."

"Be safe."

"I will."

We hang up and I sit there in the dark of my bedroom holding my phone and thinking about after. About what it looks like when the investigation is over and Beth and I are just two people trying to figure out if what we have can exist outside of the circumstances that created it.

I want that. More than I've wanted anything in a long time.

I finally fall asleep around two, my alarm set for four-thirty, and my dreams are full of shipping containers and empty rooms and Beth's voice saying I want to try.

The alarm goes off and I'm already awake, staring at the ceiling, running through the operation in my head one more time.

Five-thirty assembly. Six o'clock interception. Fast, clean, by the book.

I shower and dress in tactical gear—dark fatigues, vest, boots. Check my weapon one more time. Holster it. Grab my go bag and head out into the pre-dawn darkness of Cambridge.

The staging area is a warehouse parking lot three blocks from the container terminal, chosen because it's close enough for rapid response but far enough to avoid detection. I pull in at five-twenty and most of the team is already there—tactical van, two arrest vehicles, the ICE transport, medical unit. Miller's command vehicle sits at the center of it all, communications array on the roof, tinted windows, the mobile nerve center for the operation.

I park and get out. The October air is cold and sharp, the sky just beginning to lighten at the eastern horizon, and Boston Harbor spreads out beyond the warehouses—dark water, distant ships, the city skyline behind us still mostly asleep.

Sofia finds me by my car. She's in full tactical gear too, vest over dark fatigues, her service weapon holstered at her hip, radio clipped to her shoulder.

"Ready?" she asks.

"As I'll ever be."

We head to the command vehicle together. Miller is already inside with Reeves and the Harbor Patrol liaison, studying a tactical display that shows the container terminal in real-time satellite view.

"Atlantic Pioneer is on approach," Miller says without looking up. "Zero-five-fifty-five for docking. Right on schedule."

I look at the display. The cargo ship is visible as a large blip moving toward the terminal, exactly where it's supposed to be.

"Kozlov's people?" I ask.

"Three vehicles just entered the terminal access road," Reeves says, pointing to three smaller blips on the screen. "Six tangos, all flagged as known associates. They're early but not unexpected. Positioning near the offload zone now."

Everything is going exactly according to plan.

"All teams, radio check," Miller says into his headset.

One by one the teams confirm—Arrest Team Alpha, Bravo, Charlie. ICE transport. Medical unit. Harbor Patrol. Local PD perimeter. Everyone in position, everyone ready.

"We wait for the container to be offloaded and positioned," Miller says. "The moment Kozlov's people make physical contact with it, we move. Fast and coordinated. No mistakes."

I settle into the seat beside Sofia, pulling up the communications array on the laptop in front of me. The display shows multiple camera angles—dock cameras, Harbor Patrol surveillance, our own tactical cameras positioned around the terminal. I can see the Atlantic Pioneer now, massive against the dawn sky, being guided to its berth by two tugboats.

5:58

The ship docks. Lines are thrown, secured. The massive cranes at the terminal come to life, moving into position over the ship's cargo hold.

6:00.

"Container is being offloaded now," Reeves reports. "MSCU 8473921. Confirming visual."

I watch the screen as the crane lifts a standard forty-foot shipping container from the hold—dark blue, weathered, completely unremarkable except for the stenciled identification number on its side. MSCU 8473921.

The container is lowered to the dock, settled onto a chassis, detached from the crane. The dock workers move away, their part done, unaware of what they just offloaded.

Kozlov's people start moving toward it.

"Three tangos approaching the container," Reeves says. "Two more hanging back by the vehicles. One in the driver's seat, engine running."

The three men reach the container. One of them pulls out a handheld device—probably checking the seal, confirming the container number against their instructions.

"All teams, stand by," Miller says.

I watch the screen. The man with the device nods to the others. They move to the container doors, starting to work the lock.

"They're opening it," Reeves says. "Arrest teams, prepare to move on my mark."

The container doors swing open.

"Go, go, go!" Miller orders.

Everything happens fast.

Tactical teams emerge from their positions, three angles of approach converging on Kozlov's people. The tactical van doors slam open and six operators in full kit pour out, weapons up, moving with practiced precision. Harbor Patrol cuts off the water approach. Local PD vehicles block the terminal exits.

"Federal agents! On the ground! Now!"

Kozlov's men react exactly as predicted—surprised but not stupid enough to fight. Hands go up. Bodies go down. Within thirty seconds all six are on the pavement, cuffed, secure.

"Targets secured," Reeves reports. "No resistance. No shots fired. Clean arrest."

"ICE team, you're up," Miller says. "Victim recovery, let's move."

I watch the screen as the ICE agents approach the now-open container, the translator and medical specialist with them. They're ready for trauma, ready for people who've been in the dark for days, ready for whatever condition the victims are in.

The ICE team lead reaches the container doors.

Looks inside.

Goes completely still.

"Command, we have a problem," his voice comes over the radio. Flat. Confused.

"What kind of problem?" Miller asks.

A pause that lasts too long.

"The container is empty."

The words don't make sense at first. I hear them but they don't connect to anything, don't fit into the operational reality we've been building for eighteen months.

"Say again?" Miller's voice is sharp.

"The container is empty, sir. There's nothing inside. No people, no cargo, no packing material. It's completely empty."

I'm already moving, out of the command vehicle and crossing the parking lot toward the terminal at a run. Sofia is behind me, I can hear her boots on the pavement, but I don't slow down.

I reach the container ahead of Miller, ahead of everyone, and I look inside.

Empty.

Completely, utterly empty. Just bare metal walls and floor, the morning light streaming through the open doors illuminating absolutely nothing. No people. No evidence. Nothing.

"What the fuck," Sofia breathes beside me.

My mind is racing, trying to make this make sense. The container number is right—I can see it stenciled on the inside wall. MSCU 8473921. The route was right—we tracked this container from Romania to Malta to Gibraltar to here. The timing was right—zero-six-hundred offload, exactly as coordinated.

But there's nothing inside.

I pull out my phone, pulling up Richard's message thread with Kozlov, reading them with new eyes.

Alternative routing confirmed. Contingency protocol in place.

"We were set up," I say, my voice coming out flat and certain. "Someone told them we were coming."

"That's not possible," Sofia says immediately. "This was compartmentalized. Only our team knew the full operational details."

"Then someone on our team told them."

The silence that follows is heavy.

Miller arrives, looks inside the container, and his expression goes through several rapid transformations before settling on cold fury. "Someone talk to me. Where the fuck is the cargo?"

"There never was any cargo," I say, the pieces clicking together even as I'm saying them out loud. "Or the cargo was never in this container. The alternative routing—it wasn't redundancy. It was a switch. They knew we were tracking this container so they sent it empty and moved the real cargo a different way."

"Or there was no cargo at all," Sofia says quietly. "This could have been a test. To see if we were watching."

Miller is already on his radio. "I want interviews with every single person who had access to this operation. Full communications audit. Every email, every text, every phone call logged and reviewed. Someone burned us and I want to know who."

I'm not listening to Miller anymore. I'm staring at the empty container and thinking about eighteen months of work, thinking about Beth accessing Richard's phone, thinking about Antonio tortured and dead in his apartment, thinking about all of it leading to this moment—standing at the Boston docks at dawn looking at nothing.

My phone buzzes. Text from an unknown number.

I open it.

It's a photo. Surveillance footage, grainy and time-stamped. A parking garage. Two people meeting—one of them I recognize immediately.

Sofia.

The other person's face is obscured by the angle, but the timestamp is clear: three days ago. Right after the warrant was approved. Right before the raid was scheduled.

I stare at the photo. My partner. Meeting with someone in secret. Three days before an operation that just turned up an empty container.

I look up. Sofia is standing fifteen feet away, talking to one of the ICE agents, her posture professional, her face showing nothing but the appropriate frustration of an agent whose operation just went sideways.

I look back at the photo.

The angle doesn't show the other person's face. Just Sofia's. Just the timestamp. Just enough to raise the question without answering it.

Who sent this? And why?

My first instinct is to confront her. Show her the photo. Demand an explanation. But something stops me—some instinct that says showing your hand too early is how you lose the advantage. If Sofia is compromised, if she's the leak, confronting her now just tells her I know. And if she's not—if this photo is meant to make me suspicious of the one person I've trusted for two years—then showing it to her plays right into whoever sent it.

I pocket my phone.

Miller is already on his radio, coordinating with Harbor Patrol to search the other containers on the ship, expanding the search perimeter, ordering a full audit of the shipping manifests. He's grasping at straws and he knows it but he's doing it anyway because the alternative is admitting we have nothing.

"Chase." Sofia appears beside me. "You okay?"

I look at her. My partner. Two years of working cases together. Two years of trusting her with my life, with operations, with everything.

"Yeah," I lie. "Just trying to figure out what the fuck happened."

"Someone knew we were coming," she says, echoing what I said earlier. "But Chase, that's not possible. This was compartmentalized. The warrant came through forty-eight hours ago. Only our immediate team knew the full operational details."

"Then how did the container end up empty?"

"I don't know." Her frustration sounds genuine. "But we'll figure it out. We go through the communications logs, we interview everyone who had access, we find the leak."

The leak. She says it like it's theoretical. Like it couldn't be her.

But it could be. The photo says it could be.

Or the photo is meant to make me think it could be.

I don't know which.

"I need to make some calls," I say, stepping away from her. "Update some contacts."

It's not a great excuse but Sofia nods and turns back to the scene, and I walk to my car and get inside and sit there with my hands on the steering wheel and the photo on my phone.

Three days ago. Right after the warrant.

If Sofia met with someone and told them about the raid, that would explain the empty container. That would explain Richard knowing we were coming.

But Sofia has been with me for two years. I've trusted her with everything. She was the one who pushed me to be honest with Beth. She was the one who ran down every lead, who worked eighteen-hour days on this case, who seemed as invested as I was in bringing Richard down.

Why would she burn it all now?

Unless she was never really invested. Unless she's been playing a longer game I couldn't see.

Or unless the photo is fake. Doctored. Sent by someone who wants me to turn on my partner at the exact moment when I need to trust someone.

I pull up the photo again. Study it. The timestamp looks legitimate. The image quality suggests real surveillance footage, not something photoshopped together. Sofia's face is clear—unmistakably her. The other person is deliberately obscured, just a shoulder and partial profile, impossible to identify.

My phone rings. Miller.

I answer.

"Ashworth's in the wind," he says. "Private jet filed a flight plan to Grand Cayman six hours ago. FAA confirmed wheels-up at three AM. He's gone."

"What about the evidence from the phone?"

"His lawyers are already filing to suppress. Unauthorized access to a personal device, directed by federal agents, no warrant for the search. They're calling it fruit of the poisonous tree. Without the container, without physical evidence, without Kozlov cooperating — the phone data is the only thing we have and his legal team is going to get it thrown out before we ever see a courtroom."

"We can request extradition—"

"On what? Evidence a judge might never allow in? We've got nothing that holds up, Chase. Eighteen months and we've got nothing clean."

The line goes dead.

I sit in my car. Morning light getting brighter. The empty container behind me, my father on a plane to Grand Cayman, Sofia maybe the reason why. I don't know what to believe anymore.

I need to think. I need to go through everything, every detail, figure out where the operation was compromised. But I can't think here, not with Miller raging and Sofia nearby and the tactical team securing a crime scene that isn't actually a crime scene because there was no crime.

I need to get to Beth.

I need to tell her what happened. That it was all for nothing. That Richard is gone and we have nothing and everything she sacrificed—going back to that apartment, accessing that phone, sleeping in that bed—was for an operation that just evaporated.

I start the car.

I'm pulling out of the parking lot when my phone buzzes again. Another text. Another unknown number.

I almost don't open it. But I do.

Another photo.

This one is different. Not surveillance footage. Not grainy. Crystal clear. High resolution. Taken this morning—I can tell by the light quality, the timestamp in the corner.

It shows Beth's apartment building. Her window. Third floor. And through the window, clear as day, Beth standing in her living room. On her phone. Just standing there, unaware she's being photographed.

There's no caption this time. Just the photo.

But the message is clear: We know where she lives. We're watching her. We can get to her.

My blood goes cold.

I dial Beth's number. It rings once. Twice. Three times. Four.

"Hey, this is Beth. Leave a message."

Voicemail.

I try again. Same result.

I text: Call me. Right now. It's important.

No response.

I pull up the photo again. The timestamp seven-fifteen. Twenty minutes ago. She was home twenty minutes ago, standing in her apartment, visible through her window.

Someone photographed her. Someone knows exactly where she is. Someone sent me that photo to make sure I knew they could reach her.

My father.

This is Richard. This is him telling me he won. Not just by escaping. Not just by making the container empty. But by making sure I know that everyone I care about is exposed. That Beth, who helped me, who trusted me, who went back into that penthouse and accessed his phone and gave us everything—she's in his crosshairs now.

I'm already driving toward her apartment, twenty over the speed limit, blowing through a red on Tremont because nothing in my head is working except one thought — get to Beth. I take a corner too hard and the tires scream and I don't slow down.

My phone rings. Unknown number.

I answer.

Static. Then a voice I don't recognize — digitally altered. "You should have stayed out of your father's business, Agent Ashworth."

"Who is this?"

"The woman was a mistake. Tell her to watch her windows."

The line goes dead.

I'm three blocks out. I take the corner onto her street and park in front of her building and I'm out of the car before the engine's fully off.

I take the stairs two at a time with my weapon drawn.

Her door is closed. Locked. No signs of forced entry.

I knock. Hard. "Beth! It's Chase. Open the door."

Silence.

I knock again. "Beth!"

I hear movement inside. Footsteps. The lock turning.

The door opens.
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CHAPTER 1

Beth stands there in sweatpants and a t-shirt, hair wet from a shower, phone in her hand, looking confused and a little alarmed at my tone.

"Chase? What's wrong?"

I push inside and close the door behind me, locking it, checking the sight lines to the windows. "Have you been home all morning?"

"Yes. I just got out of the shower. Why? What happened?"

I cross to her living room window and look out. Across the street, third floor, there's a building with a clear sight line to her apartment. Someone could sit in one of those windows with a camera and photograph her. Could have been doing it for days without her noticing.

"Close these curtains," I say, pulling them shut. "All of them. Every window in the apartment. Right now."

"Chase, you're scaring me. What's going on?"

I turn to look at her. She's standing in the middle of her living room holding her phone, her expression shifting from confused to genuinely frightened, and I realize I'm not being rational, not explaining, just barking orders while holding my service weapon and looking like I'm about to breach a hostile location.

I holster the weapon. Take a breath. Try to find calm.

"The raid went bad," I say.

"Bad how?"

"The container was empty. Richard's gone—fled the country this morning. And someone just sent me a photo of you standing in this apartment, taken through that window twenty minutes ago."

Her face goes pale. "Someone's watching me?"

"Someone was watching you. I don't know if they still are." I move to the next window, close those curtains too. "But they wanted me to know they could see you. That they know where you live. That you're exposed."

Beth sinks onto her couch, still holding her phone. "The container was empty," she repeats, like she's trying to make the words make sense. "How is that possible?"

"Someone told them we were coming. Someone leaked the operation." I move to her bedroom, check that window, close those curtains. "Richard knew. He sent the container empty, probably moved the real cargo—if there ever was real cargo—somewhere else. "And now he's in Grand Cayman and we can't touch him and the evidence from his phone is the only thing we have and his lawyers are already filing to suppress it."

"But I accessed his actual device. You verified the extraction."

"I know." I come back to the living room. "But you accessed it without a warrant, directed by the FBI. His lawyers are calling it fruit of the poisonous tree — illegal search. Without the container, without Kozlov cooperating, without anything to corroborate those messages, the phone data is all we've got and a judge might never let it into a courtroom. His legal team will get it thrown out before we ever see trial."

Beth is quiet for a long moment, processing. Then: "Eighteen months of work."

"Gone."

"Antonio."

"For nothing."

"And now someone's watching me." Her voice is very small.

"Not anymore they're not." I pull out my phone. "Pack a bag. Essentials. You can't stay here."

"Where am I supposed to go?"

"Somewhere safe. Somewhere Richard doesn't know about. Somewhere his people can't find you." I'm already scrolling through contacts, looking for options. "I have a safehouse. Bureau-maintained, off the books, used for witness protection. I can get authorization to use it."

"Chase—"

"Pack a bag, Beth." I look at her. "Please. Whoever sent me that photo wanted me to know they can reach you. That's a threat. I'm not leaving you exposed."

She stands. Goes to her bedroom. I hear drawers opening, clothes being gathered.

My phone buzzes. Text from Miller: Need you back at the office. Full debrief in one hour. Where are you?

I text back: Following up on a lead. Be there in two hours.

It's not a lie. Beth is a lead — she's the person who accessed Richard's phone, she's the source, she's now potentially in danger because of her involvement. Getting her somewhere safe is the job. It's also personal but Miller doesn't need to know that.

Beth emerges with a duffel bag. "How long will I need to stay at this safehouse?"

"I don't know. Until we figure out who's compromised. Until we know the scope of what Richard knows and who's feeding him information." I take her bag. "Could be a few days. Could be longer."

"What about my clients? My projects?"

"Put them on hold. Tell them it's a family emergency. Tell them whatever you need to tell them that keeps you out of your apartment and off Richard's radar."

She nods, pulling out her phone and typing quickly.

"One more thing," I say as she's texting. "Have you had any contact with Sofia outside of the official briefings?"

Beth looks up. "No. Why?"

"You haven't met with her? Talked to her on the phone? Any communication at all?"

"Just at the briefings. That's it." Her expression shifts to concerned. "Why are you asking about Sofia?"

"Someone sent me a photo. Surveillance footage. Sofia meeting with an unknown contact three days before the raid. Right after the warrant was approved."

Beth's eyes widen. "You think Sofia leaked the operation?"

"I don't know what to think. The photo could be real. Could be fake. Could be someone trying to make me suspicious of the one person I've been trusting." I run a hand through my hair. "But right now I don't know who I can trust except you."

The irony of that statement isn't lost on me—I don't know who I can trust except the woman I lied to for six weeks, the woman I used to access her ex-husband's files, the woman I've now put in danger by involving her in a federal investigation that just imploded.

"Okay," Beth says quietly. "Let's go."

I take one more look around her apartment—the bookends on the shelf, the design books stacked on the coffee table, the jazz records by the turntable. All the small details of the life she rebuilt after Richard. Now she has to leave it again because I dragged her back into his orbit.

We take the back stairs down. I scan the street before letting her exit the building, checking for surveillance, for vehicles that don't belong, for anything that suggests we're being watched.

Nothing obvious. But that doesn't mean they're not there.

I get her into my car. Put her bag in the trunk. Get in the driver's seat and pull away from her building, checking my mirrors every few seconds, watching for tails.

"Where is this safehouse?" Beth asks.

"New Hampshire. Small town outside Manchester. Rural enough to see anyone coming, isolated enough to be secure." I take a turn, double back, checking again for surveillance. "It's about ninety minutes. You should try to sleep."

"I'm not going to be able to sleep."

"Try anyway."

She's quiet for a few minutes. Then: "Chase. What happens now?"

"Now we figure out who burned the operation. We go through every communication, every person who had access, and we find the leak. And we find Richard's real operation—because if he went to this much trouble to misdirect us, there's something real he's protecting."

"And what about us?"

I glance at her. "What do you mean?"

"Last night you said you wanted to try. After this was over. You said you wanted—" she stops. "But this isn't over. It's worse than not over. It's completely blown up. So what does that mean for us?"

I don't have a good answer. I don't know what it means. All I know is that she's in danger because of me, that my investigation put her in Richard's crosshairs, that everything she sacrificed was for an operation that's now in ruins.

"It means," I say carefully, "that keeping you safe is the priority right now. Everything else—we figure it out after."

She nods. Doesn't push. Just settles back in her seat and stares out the window as Boston disappears behind us and we head north toward New Hampshire and a safehouse and an unknown number of days hiding from a threat I can't fully define.

My phone buzzes one more time as we're getting on the highway.

Another photo. Same unknown number.

This one shows my car. My actual car, from this morning, parked outside Beth's building. Taken maybe ten minutes ago.

The caption: "Running won't help. We'll find her wherever you take her. This is just the beginning."

I delete the photo. I don't show Beth. I grip the steering wheel tighter and drive and try to sort through everything I know and everything I don't and the growing list of people I'm not sure I can trust anymore.

Sofia. Miller. Everyone on the tactical team. Everyone who had access to the operational details.

Anyone could be feeding information to Richard.

Anyone could be the reason the container was empty.

Anyone could be the reason Beth is now in danger.

I take the exit for New Hampshire and I drive toward the safehouse and I think about the photo of Sofia in the parking garage and the empty container and my father on a plane to Grand Cayman and I understand, finally, that this was never about winning or losing.

This was about Richard showing me that he's always three steps ahead. That he saw me coming from the beginning. That everything I thought I was building was a structure he allowed me to build specifically so he could knock it down.

And now Beth is paying the price for my failure.

I look at her in the passenger seat. She's staring out the window, her expression unreadable, and I wonder what she's thinking. If she's regretting helping me. If she's regretting last night, regretting saying she wanted to try, regretting everything that led to this moment.

"I'm sorry," I say quietly.

She looks at me. "For what?"

"For all of it. For putting you in danger. For the operation failing. For—everything."

Beth is quiet for a moment. Then she reaches across the console and puts her hand over mine on the steering wheel.

"We'll figure it out," she says.

I want to believe her.

But as we drive north into New Hampshire with the investigation in ruins and my partner's photo in a parking garage she shouldn't have been in and my father untouchable in Grand Cayman — I look over at Beth. Her hand is still on mine.

The safehouse is ninety minutes away. And I'm not sure anymore who I'm protecting her from.
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